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Retention of first-year students was a problem at a private 4-year university in the 
Southeastern United States. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the 
reasons entering first-year students who were part of the Promise Program withdrew from 
the university during their first year. Tinto’s model of student attrition provided the 
conceptual framework for the study. Research questions addressed students’ rationale for 
selecting the school, their perspectives on the main causes of first-year attrition, their 
expectations of campus support services, and their recommendations for how to decrease 
student attrition. Data were collected from semistructured interviews with 7 students from 
the spring 2016 and fall 2016 semesters. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed 
using manual coding and coding software. Findings indicated that students’ sense of 
belonging was the most influential factor in their decision to withdraw from college. 
Recommendations included a training program for administrators and staff on customer 
service techniques.  This study can bring positive social change to the profession by 
seeking out systemic changes to promote entering freshmen’s college completion.  
Conclusively, the implications of positive social change is most benefical to students 
when more students are able to earn a degree, and better their livelihood. The university 
would benefit by graduating more students and the success of their college graduates 
could be seen as their own success of addressing student’s social and academic needs.  
Finally, the positive social change for externalities would benefit from the investment in 
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Section 1: The Problem  
Introduction 
Obtaining a college education can be a challenging undertaking socially, 
economically, and mentally. Entering students enroll in colleges and universities with the 
hope of obtaining a better quality of life. Factors that may cause entering first-year 
students to withdraw from the university according to Sparkman, Maulding, and Roberts 
(2012) and Tinto (2012, 2013) were identified as: (a) students’ perception of not 
belonging; (b) students’ relationship with peers, staffs, and faculty; (c) financial 
constraints; (d) cognitive and noncognitive variables; (e) personal reasons; (f) inadequate 
enrollment support services; (g) changing demographics of college and university 
students; and (h) conflicts between traditional and nontraditional students.  
Measuring college student retention is confusing, complicated, and context 
dependent. Researchers have not reached a consensus on the best way to assess first-year 
student retention (Dennis, 2012; Thammasiri, Delen, Meesad, & Kasap, 2014). 
Universities and colleges may not be able to eliminate the problem of attrition among 
first-year students; however, higher education institutions may be able to enhance or 
change current practices to meet more of the students’ needs. The purpose of this 
qualitative case study was to examine the reasons why entering first-year students who 
were enrolled in the Promise Program at a not-for-profit university in the southeastern 
region of the United States withdrew from the university during their first year of studies. 
Entering first-year students’ needs were not being adequately met through current 
practices, techniques, and strategies, resulting in high attrition rates among this 
enteringgroup (VP of Enrollment Services, personal communication, May, 2014). 
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Structured first-year and learning community programs may be one way to meet the 
academic and social needs of enteringfirst-year college students. The university began to 
offer the Promise Program, an all-inclusive initiative created in September 2013 as a 
comprehensive, individualized mentoring and retention program. The program was 
tailored to enteringfirst-year liberal arts majors and students who were undecided in their 
degree program. According to the university’s website, the program featured success 
coaches who were paired with students. The success coach was the student’s point of 
contact, and the program’s goal was to understand students from a holistic perspective 
from pre-enrollment to employment, with student services and engagement tailored to 
each student’s preferences.  
For over 40 years, researchers have discussed the issue of student attrition and 
retention (Astin, 1977, 1985; Darlaston-Jones et al., 2003; Harvey, Drew, & Smith, 2006; 
Heilbronner, Connell, Dobyns, & Reis, 2010; Jeffreys, 2012; Keys, 2013; Kicinski, 2014; 
Krause, Hartley, James, & Mclnnis, 2005; Roman, 2007; Tinto, 1975, 2012; Townsend & 
Wilson, 2009). Despite the extensive retention studies in higher education, administrators 
and faculty at the local university did not understand why students, especially first-year 
students, had withdrawn from their universities.  
In their work for the National Center for Education Statistics, Chen and Soldner 
(2013) reported the following:  
Attrition rates in non-Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics 
(STEM) fields were as high as or greater than the STEM fields. At the bachelor’s 
degree level, students in humanities, education, and health sciences had higher 
attrition rates (56%-62%) than did those in STEM fields (48%). (p. iv) 
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Educational institutions are held accountable for retention rates by state governments, 
policymakers, business leaders, consumer advocates, parents, and students (National 
Postsecondary Education Cooperative. Some of these groups had direct accountability 
measures that associated funding with retention rates (National Postsecondary Education 
Cooperative, 2011). Researchers documented that students were most likely to withdraw 
from college during their first year of study (Bremer et al., 2013; Keys, 2013; Kicinski, 
2014). Therefore, the focus of this study was to determine why students had left and to 
identify the signs of at-risk students so they can be given the support and encouragement 
they need to complete their degrees.  
Supporting entering first-year students in colleges and universities will increase 
their likelihood of finishing their degrees (Chen & Soldner, 2013). Student retention has 
been identified as an important measure of institutional effectiveness because student 
enrollments can be translated into revenue for educational institutions (Chen & Soldner, 
2013). Although tertiary student attrition and retention are not new areas of research, 
researchers have found mixed outcomes on the significance of these two phenomena 
(Andrews, 2014; Ascend Learning, 2012; Cook, 2010).  
According to Frelick (2013) and Jeffreys (2012), assessing students’ attrition has 
created notable barriers for researchers and educational institutions alike, and these 
barriers affected student success. Retention not only had an impact on the individual and 
his or her family but also had a far-reaching impact on the postsecondary institution, the 
workforce, and the economy (Schneider, 2010). A college or university profile is one way 
students, parents, and stakeholders can make decisions on whether the institution is worth 
the investment (Noel-Levitz, 2013). A positive reputation increases a college’s ability to 
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attract the best students and faculty (Conlin, Dickert-Conlin, & Chapman, 2013; Dearden, 
Grewal, & Lilien, 2014; Luca & Smith, 2013). Colleges’ and universities’ graduation 
rates, retention rates, and default rates are all reported on federal government websites. 
The same information is also reported to students and parents who complete the federal 
government Free Application for Federal Student Aid. Further, colleges and universities 
that participate in federal aid programs are required to provide information about the cost 
of attendance by supplying a net price calculator tool on their websites. According to the 
U.S. Department of Education (2015), the tool provides students and parents with an idea 
of how much they can expect to contribute to educational costs after taking into an 
account all grants and scholarships. 
Definition of the Problem 
It was not known why many enteringfirst-year students in the Promise Program 
withdrew from the university. Further, it was not known what student services the 
university could provide to retain its students (Provost, personal communication, October 
22, 2014). If the withdrawal rate and loan default rate of entering first-year students 
continues to increase, the university’s ability to receive federal, state, local, and private 
funding may be jeopardized (Dean of Student Success, personal communication, 
November 17, 2014). The university must be able to retain students, graduate them, and 
assist them with finding gainful employment to continue to receive federal, state, local, 
and private funding (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  
According to Irlbeck, Adams, Akers, Burris, and Jones (2014), most first-
generation college students’ families do not have sufficient information about college 
survival to support their student family member in adjusting to life at college. Therefore, 
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more extensive research on the nature and type of academic support systems needed for 
the student to fit into the college environment could be beneficial. College student 
retention is complex and can affect higher education at its core (Bettinger, Boatman, & 
Long, 2013; Jeffreys, 2012; Schneider & Yin, 2011). Higher education represents a 
shared relationship of personal and institutional factors and associated damaging costs 
and implications to all stakeholders (American Federation of Teachers, 2011).  
Some students involuntarily withdraw because of academic failure or the inability 
to cope with the demands of the educational system. These factors contribute to lower 
self-esteem and confidence and potentially could have a negative, lifelong impact on 
these learners (Aspelmeier, Love, McGill, Elliot, & Pierce, 2012). Student withdrawals 
not only negatively impact the students who leave the university, student attrition also 
constitutes a waste of institutional resources, especially in an environment of limited 
financial and resources (Schneider & Yin, 2012). According to the Educational Policy 
Institute (2013), when students cannot achieve their full potential, the waste of talent and 
resources impacts not only the student but also the institution and society as a whole; the 
potential impact of this retention problem is far reaching.  
Retention is a matter of economic survival because of the increasing cost of 
educating students. According to an analysis performed by the American Enterprise 
Institute for Public Policy Research (as cited in Schneider & Yin, 2012), over a 5-year 
span, federal and state agencies spent more than $9 billion to support students who left 
colleges and universities before their sophomore year. The U.S. Department of Education 
(2015) emphasized that a trend that threatens to undermine the nation’s global 
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competitiveness and exacerbate inequality in the nation’s income distribution is the 
stagnant or falling college completion rates among young Americans.  
Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level 
The local problem that exists at a not-for-profit, private, 4-year university in the 
southeastern region of the United States prompted this study; it was not known why 35% 
of the entering first-year students in the Promise Program withdrew from the university in 
their first year. In September 2013, the university introduced the Promise Program as an 
comprehensive, individualized mentoring and retention program. The program was 
tailored to enteringfirst-year liberal arts majors and students who were undecided in their 
major. The program features success coaches who pair with students. The success coach 
is the student’s point of contact, and the goal of the program is understanding students 
from a holistic perspective from pre-enrollment to employment, with student services and 
engagement tailored to each student’s preferences.  
The administration and faculty of the college have observed a continuous decline 
in entering first-year students’ retention in recent decades (Dean of Student Success, 
personal communication, September 25, 2014). As the number of enteringfirst-year 
students increases, the need for understanding college support systems grows. Therefore, 
to improve the experience for entering first-year students at the university, I examined 
how these students perceived their support systems and needs. By striving to meet the 
students’ needs, the university can minimize its growing attrition issue (Adams, 2012; 
Bailey & Kang, 2014; Howard, 2013; Tinto, 1993).  
In February 2008, a retention committee was formed at the study site, and the 
provost of the university charged the committee with the task of addressing the campus’s 
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ongoing retention challenges of entering first-year students (Dean of Academic Advising,  
personal communication, February 10, 2008). In July 2013, the administration and 
faculty expressed concerns that despite previous and current program initiatives, entering 
first-year students’ academic and belonging needs were not being addressed. The 
university piloted several successful programs: the Scholarship Assistance Program, the 
Office of Student Development and Retention, Triple E courses, Learning Communities, 
the Service for Veterans, Personal Counseling Services, the Division of Student Success, 
and First-Year Only Orientation Seminar. However, the university’s entering first-year 
students’ attrition rates continued to increase.  
In 2012, the university’s entering first-year students’ attrition has increased to 
38% from 17% in 2008  (Dean of Admission, personal communication, September 19, 
2012). According to the  U.S Department National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES, 2015), 35% of first-time fall 2013 students at the university pursuing a 
bachelor’s degree failed to enroll in fall 2014. Established in 1926 as an independent, 
regionally accredited, private, not-for-profit, 4-year university, the school has an 
enrollment of 23,026 students across seven campus locations. The average student-to-
faculty ratio is 12:1, and according to its website, the university employs a total of 581 
full-time faculty and 981 part-time faculty. Through its mission of access and excellence, 
the university community remains committed to the educational needs and interests of its 
diverse student body. According to its website, the university strives to cultivate and 
expand academic, professional, artistic, and cocurricular opportunities, enabling students 
to realize their full potential as ethically grounded, intellectually vigorous, and socially 
responsible global citizens.  
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The university seeks to achieve its mission by providing multiple educational 
programs and services to its community and beyond. The university offers over 500 
academic degree programs, including five associate’s degrees, 161 bachelor’s degrees, 37 
dual degrees, 219 master’s degrees, eight doctoral degrees, and 65 advance certificates in 
fields such as vascular technology, sonography, and paralegal. Additional programs 
include those that support accelerated high school students and dual enrollment 
opportunities. The university offers many continuing education programs, including GED 
preparation, ESL courses, and the Center for Professional Development. The center 
provides recreational classes and workforce training initiatives to support economic 
growth through professional development.  
The university is a multicultural campus with most of its programming requiring a 
minimum high school average of C+ (75 out of 100 scale) to be accepted. However, the 
university’s website also acknowledges that “while the grade point average is a basic tool 
for admission, it is not the sole determining factor in the final decision for admission.” 
One characteristics of an educational program that influences the student attrition rate is 
the program’s admissions process and criteria (Bunch & Endris, 2012; Griffin & Muñiz, 
2015; Tinto, 1975). The procedures admissions offices use to select students into a 
program have an impact on the characteristics of the student population. For example, if 
the university accepts a large number of students who barely meet minimum 
requirements, chances are that attrition rates will increase (Griffin & Muñiz, 2015; 
Lubbe, 2013; Soares, 2012).  
The purpose of this study was to explore perspectives of students who enrolled in 
the Promise Program but withdrew from the university during their first year of study. 
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Given the university’s mission, admission practices, and student population, a high 
attrition rate is conceivable. In 2012, during one of the monthly student council meetings 
(chaired by the provost of the university and attended by department deans, chairpersons, 
faculty, and enrollment services representatives), the registrar reported that the university 
lost over 20% of its incoming fall first-year and transfer students (full-time and part-time) 
after the first term of the semester. Between Terms 2 and 3, another 18% of entering 
freshmen and 11% of transfer students discontinued. 
The university’s efforts to retain students are not unique in higher education. 
Colleges and universities across the United States, as well as federal and state 
governments, face similar issues of finding ways to keep their first-year students in 
school (Deil-Amen, 2011; Tinto, 2012). Much is at stake for institutions; according to 
Woodall, Hiller, and Resnick (2014), “institutions/courses are frequently now subject to 
the same kind of consumerist pressures typical of a highly marketised environment” (p. 
1). The risk is that a university with a high attrition rate may not be a desirable university 
to attend. Because of the study site university’s open admission and rolling deadline 
policy, the high attrition rate was somewhat understandable. However, the steady 
decrease in retention numbers was a cause for concern.  
In September 2013, the university began a Promise Program to ensure that 
entering first-year students would be provided with the right tools to integrate into the 
university academically and socially. The program featured Promise coaches, 
professionals who are cross-trained in admission, advising, financial aid, student 
accounts, and registration. The program’s objective was to provide entering first-year 
students with a contact person who provided one-on-one assistance from the time of the 
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student’s acceptance into the university. The Promise coaches served as the students’ 
personal success guidance and support coaches. Chen and Soldner (2013) found that 
institutions that provide intensive advisement, supplemental instruction in courses with 
high failure rates, and small structured academic and social communities for first-year 
students have higher graduation rates, especially among high risk-students.  
At the time of the study, the university did not have an exit interview process for 
collecting data on student attrition. Without a system of identifying reasons for student 
attrition, the university may continue to be challenged with the overall high rate of 
freshmen attrition. Angulo-Ruiz and Pergelova (2013) suggested a need for additional 
study on the attrition topic because of the complexity of the phenomenon of attrition 
among first-year students. The aim of the current study was to address the gap in research 
and the gap in practice.  
The goal of this study was to gain a better understanding of students’ perceptions 
of academic and social issues related to their withdrawal. The gap in practice derived 
from the perspectives of students who participated in the Promise Program and their 
views of the academic and social experiences at the institution. Litzler and Young (2012) 
noted that self-confidence, self-efficacy, university climate, opinions of a major, and 
quality of teaching are relevant in students’ experiences and perceptions. Learners who 
complete degree programs signal both a positive student outcome and a successful 
university (Wray, Barrett, & Aspland, 2011), which may be facilitated by exploring 
reasons for student attrition and by implementing initiatives that meet the students’ social 
and academic needs.  
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Evidence of the Problem from the Professional Literature 
According to a 5-year study from the American Institutes of Research (2017), 
state and local governments spent billions of dollars to help pay for the educational costs 
of students who dropped out of community colleges. Costs totaled an estimated 4 billion 
dollars after adding in federal funds (Schneider & Yin, 2012). Furthermore, the estimates 
did not include out-of-pocket expenses students and parents contributed (Schneider & 
Yin, 2012). It is easy to see how the costs of student attrition can be an alarming issue for 
any institution of higher education. According to the American Enterprise Institute for 
Public Policy Research (as cited in Schneider & Yin, 2012), “cutting the dropout rate by 
half would generate substantial gains: the 160,000 ‘new’ graduates would earn $30 
billion more in lifetime income—and create an additional $5.3 billion in total taxpayer 
revenue” (p. 1). Federal and state governments, students, and families make significant 
investments in different forms of financial support (Powell, Gilleland, & Pearson, 2012). 
According to Powell et al. (2012), efficiency, productivity, and quality must be 
considered concurrently. In addition, Bowen (2012) indicated that college prices have 
increased about 50% over the past decade, and the price index in higher education has 
increased over 70%.  
Conceptual Framework  
Merriam (2009) noted that theoretical base and conceptual framework are often 
used interchangeably. The theoretical model that framed this study was Tinto’s (1975, 
1982, 1993, 1997, 1998) model of student attrition. Tinto (1975) stated that students’ 
“quality of learning, and their success or failure in persisting in their educational careers, 
depends, among other things, on their integration in the educational community” (p. 253). 
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In addition, Tinto (1975) asserted that students are more inclined to persist in their studies 
when they participate in extracurricular activities, when they feel connected with their 
teachers and fellow students, and when they feel a sense of belonging to the environment. 
Tinto (1975) also posited that students who wish to persist in college and to graduate 
successfully should participate in the student culture, both within and outside the 
immediate context of the learning environment.  
Although the campus seeks to provide a familiar atmosphere for students, this 
effort may not be enough to retain some of the students. Due to the increasing retention 
problem, administrators and faculty members were asked to reevaluate what the 
university was not doing right in order to retain more of its entering first-year students. In 
2013, the Educational Policy Institute conducted an analysis of the average 6-year 
attrition rates at 1,669 4-year colleges and universities and suggested that “schools could 
improve their retention rates by up to 76% if they focus more on student needs and 
concepts of returns on investment” (p. 8).  
Karp and Bork (2012) argued that success of a community depends on important 
skills, attitudes, and behaviors of people. Further, R. M. Brown and Mazzarol (2009) 
postulated that compared to the service quality in the context of higher education, an 
institution’s image has a larger effect on a student’s value and satisfaction. As a result of 
these factors impacting entering first-year students’ attrition, studies reflected concerns of 
students’ social and academic integration (Litzler & Young, 2012; McDonald & Farrell, 
2012). The problem addressed in this qualitative case study was the lack of knowledge of 
why many entering first-year students in the Promise Program withdrew from the 
university what changes could be made by the university to retain these students.  
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Noel-Levitz (2013) reported that using an assessment to identify incoming 
students’ strengths, weaknesses, needs, and concerns is among the top 10 effective 
internal operations at institutions. Chen and Soldner (2013) reported that  
Rising concerns about the ability of the United States to compete in the global 
economy have led to numerous calls for national efforts to increase the number 
and diversity of students pursuing degrees and careers in STEM fields . . . . In 
2009, the Obama administration launched the “Educate to Innovate” campaign to 
improve the participation and performance of U.S. students in STEM. (p. 1) 
Speaking to prominent leaders of the STEM community and local students, President 
Obama (White House, 2009) stated,  
Reaffirming and strengthening America’s role as the world’s engine of scientific 
discovery and technological innovation is essential to meeting the challenges of 
this century. . . . That’s why I am committed to making the improvement of 
STEM education over the next decade a national priority. (para. 3) 
For the purpose of this study, both social integration and academic integration 
served as the cornerstone factors of students’ attrition. Insch and Sun (2013) mentioned 
that a number of issues such as social and cultural environment impact students’ choice 
of where to study. Numerous researchers agreed that attrition from tertiary educational 
institutions is expensive and wasteful, but they also asserted that it has implications for 
the institutions because enrollment determines continuation of funding (Bettinger et al., 
2013; NCES, 2015; O’Keeffe, 2013; Schneider, 2010; Tinto, 1993; Yorke, 1998). Also, 
Strayhorn (2012) described the relationship between students and institution as follows:  
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A sense of belonging is relational, and thus there is a reciprocal quality to 
relationships that provide a sense of belonging, and each member benefits from 
the group, and the group, in a sense benefits from the contributions of each 
member. (p. 315)  
Stakeholders become engrossed in the community of accountability in which 
members understand and acknowledge their roles to bring about students’ academic 
achievement (Strayhorn, 2012). According to Litzler and Young (2012), students’ 
commitment to the major and degree completion are linked to their encountering a certain 
type of experience. The focus of the current study was to acquire a better understanding 
of the participants’ experiences in the Promise Program. 
According to O’Keeffe (2013), first-year students are susceptible to attrition, and 
universities lose revenue because of attrition. O’Keeffe also noted that colleges and 
universities received $6.18 billion in subsidies from the U.S. government to fund the 
education of first-year students who, in turn, exited the universities within that first year. 
O’Keefe reported, “the creation of a caring, supportive and welcoming environment 
within the university is critical to creating a sense of belonging” (p. 1). My review of the 
literature addressed student retention in higher education from the early 1930s to the 
present.  
Rationale 
The rationale for this inquiry was threefold. First, the study addressed the 
evolutionary alignment between the accessibility of the U.S. higher education system and 
students’ reasons for withdrawing during their first year of study. Second, the study 
added to the existing literature regarding the problems students face in trying to obtain a 
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bachelor’s degree. Finally, the practical application of this research was significant, 
resulting in a professional development training that derived from what I learned from the 
participants in the study, with recommendations based on my findings and suggestions 
for staff development.  
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the reasons why 
entering freshmen students enrolled in the Promise Program at a not-for-profit university 
in the southeastern region of the United States withdrew from the university during their 
first year of study. The rationale for choosing this problem was to better understand and 
seek ways to help entering first-year students to integrate academically and socially into a 
college environment that fits their needs and provides a sense of belonging. In such an 
atmosphere, faculty and administration can assist the students in achieving a successful 
and engaging academic experience. Students’ successful completion of their courses of 
study is not only in the best interest of the institution but also in the best interest of the 
students (Chen & Soldner, 2013).  
Students’ engagement and learning in a higher educational institution contribute 
to their preparation for a more prosperous and stable future. According to Schneider 
(2010), student attrition results in broader economic impacts. Students are major 
stakeholders in the survival of a growing and productive economy—locally, nationally, 
and globally. Students must have access to adequate financial aid, flexible class 
schedules, curricula that best fit their needs, faculty and administrators with welcoming 
personalities, and best services and student support to help them graduate (Schneider, 
2010). Noel-Levitz (2011) proposed that under-prepared or unmotivated students want 
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greater collaboration and agreement with faculty, staff, and senior administration; these 
factors are among the most significant retention issues facing colleges and universities.  
Colleges and universities that receive government assistance must be held 
accountable for students’ achievements and job placement in sustainable employment 
(Chen & Hossler, 2017). These measures can help reduce existing attrition problems, 
enabling more students to graduate. Colleges and universities must take a more active 
role not only in admitting students but also in making sure that they succeed in their 
education. Locally, the need was to study and address this problem to ensure that money 
invested in these students’ education results in students’ successful completion of their 
bachelor’s degrees. The U.S. Census Bureau (2012) reported that in 2011, more than 30% 
of adults 25 and older held at least a bachelor’s degree. It is important to increase the 
number of college graduates in the United States. Further, the NCES (2015) reported  
that 21.8 million students are expected to attend U.S. colleges and universities, 
constituting an increase of about 6.5 million since fall 2000. Nearly 7.5 million 
students will attend public 2-year institutions, and 0.5 million students will attend 
private 2-year colleges (NCES, 2015). Approximately 8.2 million students are 
expected to attend public 4-year institutions, and about 5.6 million will attend 
private 4-year institutions (NCES, 2015). During the 2013-14 school year, 
colleges and universities are expected to award 943,000 associate’s degrees, 1.8 
million bachelor’s degrees, 778,000 master’s degrees, and 177,000 doctor’s 
degrees (NCES, 2015). 
When a welcoming environment is missing in a college or university, a gap exists 
between higher education, the college, and the student (Dean of Academic Advisement, 
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personal communication, January 23, 2015). Students feel alone, wanting and needing to 
return to their comfortable environment. Institutions could benefit from developing 
comprehensive learning programs that focus on creating relationships to engage entering 
freshmen students academically and integrate them socially into the college environment 
(Grahovac, Karuovic, & Egic, 2012; Kahu, Stephens, Leach, & Zepke, 2013; Wood, 
2012). Researchers found a compensatory interaction between student and academic staff 
relationship variables, which provided a measure of social integration (kahu, et.al., 2013). 
Definition of Terms 
The following terms are defined as used in the context of this study: 
 Adult student: A person at least 24 years who attends classes (Knowles, Holton, & 
Swanson, 2014). 
Attrition: The percentage of students in a particular year who neither graduate nor 
continue studying in an award course (official university course) at the same institution in 
the following year (Institute of Educational Science, 2012) (IES).   
Declared major: The course of study students want to pursue that is most 
appropriate for their plans (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 
Dropout: Students who leave college before achieving their goals (IES, 2012). 
Entering first-yeat student: Individuals who have never attended a college or 
university and who are in their first year of undergraduate study (U.S. Dept. of Education, 
2014). 
Nontraditional student: Students over age 24 who often have family and work 
obligations as well as other life circumstances that can interfere with successful 
completion of educational objectives (U.S. Dept. of Education, n.d.).  
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Open admission: A policy of rolling admissions for higher education programs. 
While most of the degree programs do not have an application deadline, the sooner a 
student submits a completed admission application for review, the earlier a student can 
receive a final admission decision. Therefore, a student can apply to the university the 
very last day of the enrollment period and be accepted into the university (Mullin, 2012).  
Persistence: The percentage of students who return to college at any institution 
for their second year (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2014).  
Promise Program: A program tailored to entering first-year students in the liberal 
arts and undecided majors. The program consists of success coaches who pair with the 
entering first-year liberal arts students. The success coach is the student’s point of contact 
for everything needed from academic support, career counseling, and campus activities to 
securing financial aid. The success coach’s role is to ensure the student accesses the 
appropriate tools, guidance, and support to be successful through graduation.  
Retention: The percentage of students enrolled in one year of a degree program 
who enroll again in the following year in the same institution (U.S. Dept. of Education, 
n.d.).  
Rolling admission policy: A policy in which the university reviews admission 
applications as soon as they arrive. Students do not have to wait for the application 
deadline to end before getting their acceptance or denial decisions (Conway, 2016). 
Traditional student: An undergraduate student under the age of 24 who goes to 
college because it is the next thing to do as opposed to going to work or something else 
(Johnson & Kestler, 2013).  
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Transfer student: A student entering the reporting institution with or without 
transfer credits for the first time but known to have previously attended a postsecondary 
institution at the same level (NCES, 2015). For this study, transfer students could be 
accepted into the Promise Program if they attended another college or university and 
transferred with 24 or fewer credits. The university accepts transfer credits of a C grade 
or higher toward the students’ degree requirements.  
Undeclared major: Students who are uncertain about what career path they want 
to pursue or which major is most appropriate for their plans (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2014). 
Significance 
This study was significant in several areas related to entering first-year students’ 
retention. Information collected from the first-year students who were enrolled in the 
Promise Program and dropped out of the university provided relevant data that may may 
be used to improve future retention rates for first-year students. The study was also 
significant because it addressed the students’ expectations of the university’s roles and 
responsibilities. Findings provided the institution with insights regarding how to build 
learning communities that could keep students motivated and engaged at the institution. 
Findings also provided the institution with an understanding of how to establish a 
relationship on which students can rely (see Irlbeck et al., 2014) if they experience a lack 
of support from home.  
The study was specific to the site and provided insight on students’ reasons for 
withdrawing from college and contributed further understanding of the changing 
demographics in the student population. Although much of the data that were collected 
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were institution specific, the findings may contribute to the literature regarding student 
retention.  
Research Questions 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to determine why many entering 
first-year students in the Promise Program withdrew from the university in their first year 
and what changes could be made by the university to retain these students. Academic 
tutoring, extra curricula, and supplemental instructions have been implemented at the 
university to support students who are at risk of withdrawing. Based on the problem of 
high attrition of entering first-year students at the university, and based on information 
from the literature, the following research questions guided this study: 
1. What causes entering freshmen students in the Promise Program to withdraw 
from the university during their first year of enrollment? 
2. What can the university do to improve its educational and support services 
that it provides its students?  
3. What are the barriers that entering first-year students experience that lead to 
their withdrawal from their respective programs?  
4. What changes can be made to reduce entering first-year students’ attrition that 
could add to the university’s existing practices, which could potentially be 
adopted by other higher education institutions?  
Review of the Literature 
The literature for this study contributed to a better understanding of retention, its 
supporting terminology, and proposed models of retention. The review of the literature 
covered the following:  
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• historical overview of retention in higher education;  
• historical evolution of students’ retention in higher education;  
• historical background on retention models, conceptual framework, and factors 
that impact students’ retention;  
• students’ relationship with peers, staff, and faculty;  
• students’ perceptions of not belonging, financial concerns, personal reasons 
for withdrawal, and cognitive and noncognitive factors;  
• inadequate student support services provided by faculty, staff, and 
administrators;  
• changing demographics of college and university students; and  
• features of traditional and nontraditional students.  
This review adds to the current study by providing research studies conducted by 
knowledgeable content experts. In the review of the literature, I incorporated various 
Boolean searches of journals, article, reports, online Department of Education reports, 
and books. This literature overview provides a comprehensive examination of relevant 
research regarding the reasons entering students withdraw from college during their first 
year.  
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual model used to frame this study was Tinto’s student integration 
model, which provoked the current national dialogue on undergraduate retention 
(Tinto, 1975). Tinto (1975) theorized that students who socially integrate into the 
campus community increase their engagement with the institution and are more 
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likely to graduate. Tinto’s (1975) model influenced how researchers and 
practitioners view undergraduate retention and graduation. Tinto (1975) 
hypothesized that students enter higher education institutions with a variety of 
attributes, including family history, community backgrounds, and value 
orientations that contribute to their educational expectations and commitments. 
Tinto (1975) suggested that the level of students’ integration into the social and 
academic systems of the college system determines the students’ commitment to 
the institution and to the goal of college completion.  
This study was grounded in the conceptual model of Tinto’s (1975) exploration of 
student integration, socially and academically, which has been used to gain an 
understanding into college student persistence and retention. The integration model 
suggested the need for a match between the institutional environment and students’ 
commitment and implied that a good match leads to stronger student integration into the 
academic and social domains of college life and to the probability of persistence.  
The research questions in this study related to Tinto’s model with the goal of 
gaining study participants’ perspectives on their integration into the study site. The 
findings may provide administrators with a better understanding of students’ needs and 
potential strategies to improve retention. Students who socially integrate into their 
institution increase their engagement and are more likely to persist and graduate (Tinto, 
1975). This study provided data to improve understanding of Tinto’s model with the 
overarching goal of helping the university develop a more effective integration and 
retention strategy for entering first-year students. In addition, the study findings revealed 
to the administration and faculty the need to devote more resources to staff development 
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in alignment with a holistic approach to servicing students. The following sections 
address these expectations. 
Historical Overview of Retention in Higher Education 
The earliest studies of undergraduate retention in the United States can be traced 
to the 1930s (Berger, Ramirez, & Lyons, 2012; Forsman, Linder, Moll, Fraser, & 
Andersson, 2014); researchers at that time used the term students’ mortality to mean the 
failure of students to graduate. U.S. institutions of higher education were more concerned 
with attracting students than ensuring students’ persistence, and colleges and universities 
catered to very select populations (Berger et al.). In the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
massive changes in higher education occurred because of the Morrill Land Grant Act of 
1862 and the growth of cities and urban life (Huang, 2012). These two events created the 
demand for more institutions of higher education with more individuals seeking access to 
higher education (Huang, 2012). Emerging urban lifestyles created a greater need for 
postsecondary learning and degree attainment (Berger et al., 2012). 
Although student attrition may be more explicitly defined within one particular 
field than another, it is generally characterized by a departure (dropout) from or a delay in 
successful completion of a college program (Berger et al.). One of the most widely used 
dichotomous measures in educational research and practice is retention and dropout, 
typically considered opposites (Berger et al., 2012). Astin and Bayer (1971) identified the 
dropout concept as an issue and added that defining dropout was further complicated by 
the prevalence of student enrollment in several different institutions. Tinto (1987) noted 
that that defining the term is complicated: “The label dropout is one of the more 
frequently misused terms in our lexicon of educational descriptions” (p. 3). Tinto further 
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asserted that many students see their time in postsecondary instruction as a positive 
process of self-discovery that has resulted in individual social and intellectual maturation, 
rather than as a failure. Concurring with Tinto, Bean (1980) acknowledged that students 
who drop out might have already achieved their goals during their limited time in 
colleges. Bean argued that neither the student nor the institution should be seen as a 
failure.  
Historical Evolution of Student Retention in Higher Education and Some of the 
Retention Models That Emerged 
The 1930s-1960s. McNeely (1937) conducted one of the first studies of 
undergraduate retention or student mortality at 60 institutions. During this examination of 
students’ demographic characteristics, social engagement, and reasons for departure, 
McNeely theorized that some of the reasons students who left the institution were 
intangible” (p. 44). In other words, some of the reasons were impossible to describe and 
have no exact value. Seven themes—death, needed at home, disciplinary dismissal, 
sickness, lack of interest, financial difficulties, and dismissal for failure in work—
emerged from McNeely’s study. In addition, McNeely posited that several sociological 
factors impacted the students’ decisions to leave the institution: (a) student’s age at 
entrance to college, (b) distance of the student’s home from college, (c) student’s place of 
lodging at college, (d) student’s participation in extracurricular activities, and (e) 
student’s having to work part-time. 
After World War II, the GI Bill provided the next impetus for growth in higher 
education (Huang, 2012) that had a significant impact on college student enrollment. 
During the 1950s, more than two million veterans enrolled in colleges and universities 
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using their GI Bill. Thereafter, institutions began to monitor student enrollment regularly 
(Huang, 2012). The increased enrollment in the beginning of the 1960s caused tensions 
on campuses across the country and resulted in greater access to higher education for 
middle- and low-income students. Institutions were unprepared to serve the diverse 
student bodies, and their influx stressed campus facilities (Huang, 2012). The general 
student unrest on college campuses in response to the Vietnam War, the Civil Rights 
Movement, the war on poverty, and political and social revolutions raised questions about 
who had access to college, who was succeeding in colleges, and whom the college 
graduates in American society in the 1960s would be (Berger et al., 2012). The Higher 
Education Act of 1965 increased access to higher education by providing students with 
financial support to enroll in colleges and universities and created on-campus support 
services to help students succeed academically (Kaiser et al., 2014). By the end of the 
1960s, retention was a regular topic of discussion on campuses (Huang, 2012).  
The 1970s and 1980s. College retention as a significant issue in higher education 
came to the forefront of discussion in academia in the 1970s (Forsman et al., 2014). 
Theories began to emerge related to retention, and the sociological model of student 
dropout in higher education was the first widely recognized model in retention study 
(Spady, 1970). Spady (1971) proposed that five variables (academic potential, normative 
congruence, grade performance, intellectual development, and friendship) contributed to 
social integration and could be indirectly linked to students’ decisions to withdraw from 
school, considered through the intervening variables of satisfaction and commitment. 




Tinto’s (1975) model of student integration was designed based on the framework 
of Durkheim’s (1951) suicide theory, which pointed to individuals’ unsuccessful 
integration into society as an influential precursor of suicide. Durkheim’s suicide model 
indicated that suicide was not an individual act but an invisible social act tied to social 
structures and compelled by social causes. Tinto (1975) posited that student attrition is 
linked to both formal and informal academic experiences as well as social integration. 
Tinto revised and added to his model over the past three decades since the initial 
publication of his student integration theory. Tinto (2000)  proposed that the degree of 
success a student has in pursuit of higher education influences the level of commitment a 
student has to an institution, academic goals, and career goals.  
By the end of the 1970s, a significant increase was evident in the number of 
students who dropped out of college once they had matriculated, and this trend required 
colleges and universities to focus more on students’ performance and successful 
completion (Bean, 1980). The response from educators in the 1980s was the emergence 
of enrollment services (Bean, 1980). The hallmark of retention in the 1980s was the 
development of enrollment management as a practice and a field of study within colleges 
and universities (Berger et al., 2012). Bean (1980) stressed the importance of background 
characteristics such as prior academic performance, distance from home, socioeconomic 
status, and student satisfaction in determining students’ departure from the college or 
university. Bean also found that men and women departed from higher education for 
different reasons.  
Most dropouts leave college because they have trouble working to support their 
families and attending school at the same time (Dwyer, Hodson, & McCloud, 2013). 
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Women and men leave college for different reasons, but institutional commitment is the 
most important factor in explaining dropout for both genders (Bean, 1980). Men 
separated from higher education based on factors such as not being committed to the 
institution, having a low GPA, not being satisfied with the role of student, believing that 
education did not lead to personal development, being unfamiliar with the social and 
academic rules of the institution, and living with their parents (Bean, 1980). Conversely, 
women dropped out because they had not performed well in high school, they had no 
connection with campus life, they did not believe attending college would result in 
employment, or they were not committed to earning a bachelor’s degree (Bean, 1980). In 
addition, women sometimes departed because they perceived an opportunity to transfer, 
did not believe that education leads to self-development, found daily life at college 
repetitive, had no voice in the decision-making, did not feel they were being treated 
fairly, or did not meet with faculty and staff informally (Bean, 1980).  
Astin’s (1984) model of student involvement described how students develop 
during the college experience. The model identified three elements that influenced a 
student’s continued participation in higher education: (a) student demographics and prior 
experiences; (b) environment, including the experiences a student encounters during 
college; and (c) student characteristics including knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs post-
college. What emerged from this growing awareness of student retention research and 
discussion was a university and college-wide approach from the admissions office to the 
specific departments to market and recruit students to equalize student retention and 
graduation (Hossler, 1990). Enrollment management administrators, departments, and 
committees worked to facilitate collaboration across academic and student affairs 
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divisions to encourage institutional recruitment, admissions, and retention (Shelton, 
2012).  
The 1990s. During the 1990s, the primary focus in retention literature had shifted 
to underrepresented populations, with an emphasis on retention for students of color and 
individuals from underprivileged backgrounds (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; 
Smith, 2015). In the 1990s, many researchers concluded institutions should accept 
differences and promote multiculturalism in college environments to support student 
retention (Smith, 2015). Furthermore, with all the changing retention dynamics from 
decade to decade, by the 1990s, Tinto (1993) revised his student integration model.  
Tinto’s (1993) revised model focused on the recognition of different student 
populations groups, such as transfer students and adult students with unique experiences 
who required group-specific interventions and policies such as those that emerged for 
African American students and students from low-income families. About midway 
through the decade, colleges and universities shifted their focus to providing quality 
enrollment services and understanding the first-year students’ transition period 
(Sternberg, 2013).  Overall, regardless of the type of institution, private or not-for-profit, 
colleges and universities nationwide struggled with student retention (Sternberg, 2013).  
Therefore, to meet the needs of students in transition, researchers and best 
practices stressed collaboration across campus departments. Kim, Edens, Iorio, Curtis, 
and Romero (2015) emphasized the importance of strategic collaboration among 
recruitment and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, student 
services, and financial aid, as well as the use of an efficient student monitoring system. 
Salzer (2012) asserted that a strong relationship exists between student engagement on 
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campus and academic outcomes and retention. The relationship keeps students 
stimulated, inspired, and working towards a meaningful purpose (Salzer, 2012). 
Mamiseishvili (2012) proposed that the interactions a student has with all university 
members (staff, faculty, administrators, and peers) influence the student’s intent to 
remain at the university. Researchers (Salzer, 2012;Smith, 2015; Tinto, 1993) also 
stressed the need for effective counseling and advising programs for all students. Tinto 
(1999) emphasized that academic advising should be an integral part of a student’s first-
year experience and should promote student development.  
2000-present. From the late 1990s into the early 2000s, most universities 
encouraged their faculty and staff to adopt a holistic approach to undergraduate retention 
(Tinto, 2000). Researchers in the first decade of the 21st century concurred on the 
necessity for continued and significant study of the retention issues, and colleges and 
universities tried to determine how best to decrease attrition through various types of 
retention programs (Luna & Zienkewicz, 2014; Mayo, 2013; Tinto, 2000, 2013). 
Researchers also agreed that programs and initiatives designed to support undergraduate 
retention should address both traditional and nontraditional students’ experiences inside 
and outside of the classroom (Luna et al., 2014).  
As the population of students seeking a post-secondary degree shifted, so did the 
demand for other options outside of the traditional, land-based college experience (Jobe 
& Lenio, 2014). The inflexible options of a traditional, land-based institution simply will 
not work for many of today’s learners, who must work towards their educational goals 
while juggling many other responsibilities (Jobe & Lenio, 2014). Tinto (2004) postulated 
that to improve undergraduate retention, all institutions of higher education must take 
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responsibility for offering students easily accessible academic, personal, and social 
support services. Nontraditional students often return to school to retrain for a second 
career and must work while attending school, thus adding an additional stressor and 
academic hardship (Shelton, 2012). The overall problem continued to be how to identify 
and retain students who were likely to withdraw from college during their first year of 
study (Shelton, 2012).  
This study addressed this problem among entering freshmen students in their first 
year of study. An often-cited retention model from Tinto (1975, 1993) introduced the 
importance of student integration, both social and academic, in the prediction of student 
retention. This framework was based on the work of Durkheim (1951), whose suicide 
theory pointed to an individual’s unsuccessful integration into society as an influential 
precursor of suicide. In a similar manner, Tinto’s (1987) integration model suggested that 
retention is related to the student’s ability and effort to become an involved actor in 
her/his institution.  
Munro (2011), whose study found strong effects of integration on persistence and 
no significant effect from social integration, disputed Tinto’s (1975, 1993) postulation of 
approximate equality between academic and social integration and their effect on 
dropout. Later researchers (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Metzner & Bean, 1987) also reported 
insignificant effects of social integration on persistence; these studies did not take into 
account the beneficial nature of social and academic integration. As the author of the 
student attrition model, based on the Price/Mueller model of employee turnover behavior, 
Bean (1980) deviated from Tinto’s model and stressed that students’ beliefs, which 
subsequently shaped their attitudes, were the predictors of their persistence and that 
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moreover, the interactions between the students and different components of the 
institution affected the students’ expectations.  
Lundberg (2014) reported a mitigating interaction between students and academic 
staff, wherein their relationships were a measure of social integration. The researchers 
also reported that academic staff’s concerns for student development and learning 
contributed to students’ academic integration (Lundberg, 2014). While Tinto and Bean 
remained the early pioneers in the retention research and model concept, the importance 
of the issues has continued to escalate in the subsequent years (Mamiseishvili, 2012; 
Price & Tovar, 2014; Tinto, 2012). Thus, the interactions students have on campus with 
individuals in academic support service centers influence the students’ sense of 
connection to the college or university as well as their ability to navigate the campus 
culture, meet expectations, and graduate (Price & Tovar; Tinto, 2012). Students are more 
apt to succeed when a college or university creates a learning and social environment that 
holds high expectations and actively involves students (Tinto, 2012).  
Factors That Impact Student Retention  
The literature is multifarious with potential benefits of student participation in 
community learning programs. These benefits include enhanced involvement (Tinto, 
1993), multicultural awareness (Park, 2013; Park, Denson, & Bowman, 2012; Smith, 
2015), and heightened academic and social engagement (Brinton et al., 2014; Kahu 
2013). As noted by Luna and Zienkewicz (2014) and Tinto (2013), increasing numbers of 
colleges and universities are focusing on accelerated learning. Jackson, Stebleton, and 
Lannan (2013) stated that faculty and staff development, as well as student development, 
is one of the benefits community learning programs bring to the educational environment. 
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According to Jackson et al. (2013), faculty and students’ collaboration can be extended to 
engagement in campus-wide retention efforts. Following Tinto’s (1975) student 
integration model, the basic elements that define student attrition include characteristics 
that impact persistence and attrition, programmatic characteristics associated with student 
dropout, and characteristics related to students’ interactions with the program.  
Students’ relationships with peers, staff, and faculty. Positive relationships 
between students and faculty are crucial to student retention and success across programs 
(Maurer, Allen, Gatch, Shankar, & Sturges, 2013; Thompson & Prieto, 2013). Faculty 
engagement with students is an essential component of retention and students’ feelings of 
engagement (Jeffreys, 2012). Peers in the learning community play a critical role in 
supporting first-year students’ adjustments to university (Mayo, 2013; Park & Kim, 
2013). A diminishment in students’ family and peer support is directly associated to 
changes in motivation (Pan & Gauvain, 2012). Students who tend to participate in 
assignments and make contact with their peers outside of class are more likely to 
continue their education. Making one or two friends at the university is another powerful 
predictor of students’ intentions to remain in school (Smith, 2015).  
The personal characteristics that the faculty bring to the classroom promote 
success or a failure from some students’ perceptions (Deepa & Seth, 2014). Regardless of 
how knowledgeable an instructor is in his or her field, it is the manner and the way in 
which the instructor delivers the information to the students that is important to the 
students’ persistence (Deepa & Seth, 2014). One implication of these findings is that an 
institution of higher education should employ faculty members with the potential and 
ability to be involved and actively engaged (Deepa & Seth, 2014). Further, frequent 
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interactions with peers and faculty increase students’ satisfaction (Lundberg, 2014), and 
finding ways to encourage greater student interaction with peers and faculty could be a 
very productive activity in reducing students’ attrition across college and university 
campuses. 
Students’ perceptions of not belonging. Strayhorn (2012) referred to a sense of 
belonging as “students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling of connectedness, 
or that one is important to others, in consonance with understandings rendered by 
previous scholars” (p. 572). Strayhorn reported that in higher education, a sense of 
belonging refers to “a feeling or sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering, 
or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the group or 
others on the campus” (p. 435). S. K. Brown and Burdsal (2012) noted the absence of 
research relating student success to a sense of community. Both on and off-campus, 
faculty and administrators may be encouraged to connect students to the campus through 
co-curricular programming, learning communities, campus ministry services, and support 
of student organizations (Council of Independent Colleges, 2014, para.1). Often, when 
students transition from high school to college, they are unaware of what awaits them, 
including the demands of studying and the rigors of their sudden independence, both of 
which require increased self-discipline. Stebleton, Soria, and Huesman (2014) reported 
that most college students’ educational pathways can be arduous. All of these and other 
adjustment factors are potential reasons for entering freshmen students to drop out after 
their first year of matriculation (Stebleton et al., 2014). 
Frequently, when students do not have a smooth transition on campus and 
experience overwhelming anxiety, they struggle to fit in academically and socially, and 
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the experience leaves them discouraged and less likely to succeed in their first year (Hart, 
2012). More important is the student’s self-motivation to succeed or willingness to 
commit to academic rigor and develop the academic skills necessary to persevere (Hart, 
2012). Intrinsic motivation (Wolters & Benzon, 2013) is the students’ ability to develop 
plans to complete course work and engage in self-regulated learning. Some issues related 
to student intrinsic motivation become evident when students enter college without 
realistic expectations and without knowledge of the skills necessary for success 
(Rutschow, Cullinan, & Welbeck, 2012). Intrinsic motivation is directly related to student 
motivation and desire to do well in course work (Cox, 2012). In other words, more 
interventions may be needed to help students and families identify and develop the skills 
needed to find academic success. 
Strayhorn (2012) speculated that “students’ sense of belonging may be reduced, if 
not compromised, by ‘pulls and tugs’ back home” (p. 1,494). In their first year of college, 
when the support and guidance entering freshmen received as high school students is 
missing, students are left on their own to make decisions. Administrators must work to 
improve and widen the scope of their support system so that students may obtain full 
benefits of counseling and peer group interactions (Maramba & Museus, 2013) to help 
relieve their feelings of isolation and build a sense of connectivity to the institution. An 
important aspect of persistence is that students develop a sense of belonging and 
involvement in the life of the university during their first year (Marimba & Museus, 
2013). Students who give serious consideration to continuing their education are more 
likely to be interested and involved in extracurricular activities at the college or 
university (Marimba & Museus, 2013). Students’ perceptions of problems are important 
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because “there are lessons in our students’ failures and the reasons they opt to drop out of 
college” (Tabarrok, 2012, p. 1).  
Financial concerns. Many students depend heavily on federal and state 
government subsidies to finance their educations (Raisman, 2013). However, the decline 
in colleges and universities endowments may seriously impede schools’ ability to attract 
and retain students based on awarding of merit scholarships to help offset students’ cost 
of attention. Bok (2013) hypothesized that “the long tradition of support from 
philanthropy, tuition, and other sources of private funds may cushion the effects of 
government cutbacks but cannot escape them entirely” (p. 512). Many students lack 
adequate support from student aid and parents or extended family (Raisman, 2013). Thus, 
students’ decisions to continue their education from one year to the next are heavily 
contingent upon their being able to receive enough federal and state grants, academic 
merit scholarships, parental support, and federal low interest student and parent loans 
(Raisman, 2013). Raisman (2013) reported that the federal government continues to fund 
schools that are unable to retain and graduate more than 20% of its students and proposed 
that consideration should be given to whether or not schools should continue to receive 
federal funding, especially if a school is not able to graduate at least 50% of its first-year 
cohort.  
Therefore, regardless of the levels of financial aid, students often struggle to pay 
their tuition bills at the university and leave school with enormous debt that they find 
difficult to repay (Archuleta, Dale, & Spann, 2013). Often, grants and scholarships are 
not enough financial aid to cover a student’s entire educational costs (Jobe & Lenio, 
2014. The potential emotional and psychological consequences of disappointment in 
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failing to complete a degree and the financial implications of college dropout are 
enormously expansive (Archuleta, Dale, & Spann, 2013; Jobe & Lenio, 2014). 
The demand for students to earn degrees is at the forefront of the emphasis on 
accountability in higher education (Kelly & Schneider, 2012; Luna & Zienkewicz, 2014). 
On the other hand, Tinto (2012) posited that “success in college is measured one course 
or even one class at a time” (pp. 114-115) for some students. Archuleta et al. (2013) 
stated that “student loans and credit cards have been the two major types of debt 
receiving attention in scholarly literature pertaining to college students” (p. 2). 
Institutions must know the population of students they serve both academically and 
financially in order to address the affordability problems (Archuleta et al., 2013). College 
students with high levels of debt encounter negative psychological effects (Archuleta et 
al., 2013). The U.S. Department of Education (2011) requires that colleges and 
universities be more transparent with their cost of education and report to stakeholders 
why costs have gone up and how schools will address their rising costs.  
Personal reasons. According to a report from the Educational Policy Institute 
(2013), one of the main reasons students drop out of college is the conflict between 
school, work, and family commitments. The report also indicated that the four major 
reasons that accounted for 84% of the attrition rate from colleges and universities: not 
caring, poor service and treatment, education not worth the cost, and challenges with 
course accessibility. The report also indicated that the psychological state of being of the 
students also contributed to their decisions to leave school.  
In fact, research has shown that student characteristics are much more predictive 
than institutional factors in terms of attrition outcomes (Gramling, 2013; Reason, 2009). 
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Therefore, despite general differences in student demographics, market share, and 
business models (which appear to be eroding over time), student characteristics still 
supersede any institutional differences in terms of impact on retention (Grambling, 2013). 
Students who have low self-esteem or low self-confidence often do not learn skills and 
concepts well (Carr, Walker, Carr, & Fulwood, 2012). Often in the classroom and clinical 
settings, these students question their every thought and action, resulting in poor 
performance. Students who demonstrate low levels of self-worth often belief that they 
cannot manage a demanding academic course load (Carr, et al., 2012). 
Many students must maintain employment while enrolled in school. These 
students often find it difficult to support themselves and their families and go to college 
at the same time. Kantrowitz (2009) reported that nearly three-quarters (71%) of students 
who dropped out of college stated that work contributed to their decision to leave college. 
Regan and Dillon (2015) reported that changes in employment status or family 
circumstances played a significant factor in determining students’ withdrawal. Thus, the 
limited time left to students when they are employed and have family commitments is the 
reasons students discontinue their course of study(Regan & Dillon, 2015).  
Inability to balance all their responsibilities may also lead to a student’s leaving 
school. Strayhorn (2012) reported that the struggle students face in balancing their 
personal responsibilities and their educational pursuits becomes challenging and may 
impede students and their persistence in school. O’Keeffe (2013) further noted that “part-
time students and those working long hours in paid employment are less likely to see 
themselves as a student and demonstrate a pattern of less attachment and commitment to 
aspects of the university” (p. 4). O’Keeffe (2013) argued that students’ capacity to persist 
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in their studies can be disruptive with a period of instability in their lives, while Qingjiu 
and Maliki (2013) and Regan and Dillon (2015) suggested factors such as relocation for 
study, separation from family and friends, adjustment to academic life, expectations of 
faculty, and the desire to make new friends are all sources of stress that impact students’ 
persistence. 
Cognitive and noncognitive factors. Moreover, adding to the students’ decision 
to continue their education, the analysis of variability goes far beyond identifying when 
stage-like changes occur and when they do not (Piaget (1964), 1976). The analysis of 
variabilty forms the foundation for analyzing processes of learning and development in 
general. Piaget (1964, 1976) argued that the stages of cognitive development characterize 
specific logical structures that shape the mind, including concrete and formal operations 
in adolescents.  
Morra, Gobbo, Marini, and Sheese (2012) postulated that working memory is the 
subset of long-term memory that is in the focus of attention at a given moment; thus, 
humans adapt their skill level to the needs of the situation instead of being stuck at one 
level (Morra et.al., 2012). People never function at a single developmental level; instead, 
they vary the levels of their actions across a broad range of levels depending on context, 
bodily state, goals, and other factors (Morra et al.).  
The theory associated with cognitive load holds that the more activities, pressure, 
and information added to an individual’s short-term memory, the less capacity the 
individual has for processing and retaining the information (Morra, 2000). Thus, students 
may experience a feeling of being overwhelmed when they are overloaded with course 
work and the responsibilities of everyday survival. Stevens, Loudon, Yow, Bowden, and 
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Humphrey (2012) mentioned that stress is a factor that taxes and places demands on the 
human body. Many students are hesitant to share their feelings of being overwhelmed, 
stressed out, and discouraged with their professors.  (Stevens et al., 2012) Therefore, 
often by the time key assignments are due, the students may already be experiencing a 
meltdown (Sutton & Gannon-Cook, 2013), and by the time mid-term and other 
measuring alert warnings are sent to the advisors and administration, the student often is 
already in jeopardy of failing the course.  
Kaplan, Katz, and Flum (2012) noted that educators may face a challenge when 
different students in the same classroom are motivated by different processes. The 
facilitators may need to possess the capability of motivating and teaching all students 
(Kaplan et al., 2012). Today, students not only need to process and retain the course 
information but also learn how to use current technology (e.g., Blackboard) in order to 
navigate their courses effectively. These tasks, along with the processes related to higher-
order thinking, such as problem-solving, knowledge transfer, and the complexities of 
learning, may lead to a multiplier effect that can intensify the levels of challenge and 
stress among students (Kaplan et al., 2012).  
For example, retention of minority and ethnic groups of nursing students is a 
growing concern of many researchers. Swan (2012) conducted a quantitative, 
correlational study of student engagement among racial and ethnic minority students. The 
study found that academic performance may also be associated with academic 
preparation among different demographics of nursing students (Swan, 2012).  
Futher, varying studies exist regarding how much information is too much, before 
an individual becomes overwhelmed. According to Farrington et al. (2012), noncognitive 
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factors marked a huge departure when researchers first discussed them as integral to 
college success against the backdrop of traditional measures of college readiness (i.e., 
high school GPA, standardized test scores, and high school rank). Farrington et al. (2012) 
mentioned that students who take a more challenging set of rigorous high school classes 
have more potential to complete a degree. Very few of the University’s entering freshmen 
qualify for the University’s top scholarships; most students receive the mid- to low-level 
scholarships (Dean of Admission, personal communication, December 15, 2013).  
Today, students’ knowledge base is still being assessed by their SAT or ACT 
scores, which were created in the 1930s and which have little predictive value to the 
students’ graduation (Hauptman, 2011). Regardless of the SAT and ACT measurement 
that most colleges and universities use to determine students’ academic abilities and 
potential to succeed (Hauptman, 2011; Luna & Zienkewicz, 2014), not-for-profit colleges 
and universities might consider the procedures of more open admission practices 
followed by for-profit institution. The for-profit schools are now the fastest growing 
sector in U.S. higher education (Luna & Zienkewicz, 2014).  
Inadequate enrollment in student support services. Litzler and Young (2012) 
concluded that students’ college experiences unfold in many different ways and that their 
experiences in and out of the classroom include the sense of community in their degree 
major, the quality of teaching and curriculum, and interaction with peers and professors 
(p. 322). The core concern of the University must be putting the student at the heart of 
every service available on the campus (Litzer & Young, 2012). While all students at the 
University have access to tutoring services and Academic Skill Enhancement Workshops 
through the Academic Reinforcement Center, as well as the Writing Center and Math 
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Center, only 52% of the fall 2013 freshmen reported they knew about the Academic 
Reinforcement Center, and 41% knew about the Math Center (Dean of 
AcademicAdvisement, personal communication, October 23, 2013).  
In addition, the University admits over 250 students with low high school and 
college GPAs into the Plan for Academic Success (PAS) Program, which has only one 
advisor, limiting the advisor’s ability to work with the students. According to the Director 
of the Higher Education Opportunity Program (HEOP), apart from the PAS advisor and 
the special program coordinator, all other advisors in the Advisement Center are 
generalists. Although this arrangement ensures the students are assigned to a counselor, 
the disadvantage is the wait time between the students’ seeing an advisor and actually 
matriculating, a delay which weakens the relationship. Ideally, when an at-risk student 
receives advising, the advisement and thus the advisor are important contributors in 
making the student feel that the institution is interested in the success and wellbeing of 
the individual (O’Keeffe, 2013).  
Consequently, it is important for students to be introduced to student services in 
ways that are relevant, appropriate, and affordable. Most entering freshmen need a one-
on-one approach to help them transition smoothly into the college environment. It will 
take time for them to master the process of navigating the campus, making new friends, 
applying for financial aid, selecting the correct courses, looking for employment, and 
adopting the lifestyle of a responsible young adult (Dean of Student Success, personal 
communication, December 15, 2013).  
The retention efforts to manage student enrollments are three to five times more 
cost effective than recruitment efforts (Rosenberg & Czepiel, 1984; Tinto, 1975). 
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Educators must understand how participants’ perceptions and needs drive their decisions 
to make a commitment to themselves and the institution (Rosenberg & Czepiel, 1984). 
The consequences of student attrition are twofold; the student’s life will be impacted by 
not furthering their education, and the institution loses other revenue besides tuition, such 
as room and board revenue of the students who resided in the dormotories (NCES, 2014).  
Changing Demographics of College and University Students 
Colleges and universities are under significant pressure from federal and state 
agencies to document student learning outcomes and to improve students’ completion 
rates (Tinto, 2012). Parents wish to be assured that universities and colleges have plans in 
place to help their student graduate. With today’s older (nontraditional) students returning 
to school, colleges and universities face even greater challenges in an already complex 
teaching situation (Lee, Poch, Shaw, & Williams, 2012; Smith, 2015; Xuereb, 2014).  
Colleges and universities must face many challenges related to demography, 
particularly because of the limited prior research on changing demographics that embrace 
and encompass students’ needs (Smith, 2015). Aud et al. (2013) reported that race and 
ethnicity is also an area wherein the student types differ between for-profit and nonprofit 
institutions. In for-profit institutions that awarded post baccalaureate degrees in 2011, 
White students made up 49% of the population, compared to public institutions and 
private nonprofit institutions where 72% and 69% of the student population, respectively, 
were White (Aud et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, most research has shown that different students learn differently 
(Johnson & Nussbaum, 2012). So if a distinction could be made between traditional 
students and nontraditional students, possibly different teaching strategies could be 
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employed to accommodate the two groups effectively (Johnson & Nussbaum, 2012). 
However, if colleges and universities continue to be reactive in their approaches to 
students of various socioeconomic backgrounds, as well as ethnic minority students who 
enter college, and continue to focus attention on the specific cultural competencies 
commonly associated with the dominant cultures, the attrition rate will continue to be 
insurmountable across colleges’ and universities’ campuses (Johbnson & Nussbaum, 
2012).  
Traditional and Nontraditional Students 
One tangential topic that is relevant to the general retention discussions focused 
on whether students were considered to be traditional or nontraditional students; 
traditional students were frequently considered to be those less than 24 years of age, and 
nontraditional students were frequently considered to be those 24 years of age or older 
(Johnson & Kestler, 2013; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). However, this 
earlier classification may not still be accurate since age may not accurately identify 
whether students are traditional or nontraditional (IES, 2014, para. 1); instead, life-
changing events may more appropriately define students of different ages. Hinsliff-Smith, 
Gates, and Leducg (2012) mentioned that nontraditional students are those who begin 
college after the age of 21. While some students might possess the characteristics of a 
traditional student all of their lives, others may exhibit nontraditional characteristics early 
in life (Gates & Leducg, 2012).  
Nonetheless, scholars express different opinions. Merriam et al. (2007) posited 
that “adult educators are moving from description to theory building,” (p. 438). Some 
scholars believe that age is not the driving variable that solely categorizes a student as 
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traditional or nontraditional; rather, the determining factor is whether students have had 
life experiences that moved them from being a traditional student to a nontraditional 
student (Johnson & Kestler, 2013). According to NCES (2014), “age acts as a surrogate 
variable that captures a large, heterogeneous population of adult students who often have 
family and work responsibilities as well as other life circumstances that can interfere with 
successful completion of educational objectives” (p. 1). 
The conclusions of previous researchers implied that making a distinction 
between the two groups should be done on an individual basis, especially because many 
students clearly have a blended combination of traditional and nontraditional attributes 
(Johnson & Kestler, 2013). Johnson and Kestler (2013) posited, “Traditional students 
continue on toward obtaining a college education following high school graduation” (p. 
2), as opposed to going to work or something else. Nontraditional students have a 
different perception of education, its value, what is and is not important, and the general 
approach of what to learn and how to learn it (Jeffreys, 2012). Traditional students are 
most focused on getting high grades so they can take the next class and/or be recognized 
as having earned high grades, while nontraditional students, although they desire to 
obtain high grades, are more concerned with what they can do with the knowledge they 
gain from a class (Johnson & Kestler, 2013). Further, life-changing events—and not 
age—may also differentiate traditional students from nontraditional students. Knowles 
(1990) posited that older students want to know why they must learn things. 
Nontraditional students in higher education is an increasing educational demographic 
(Jeffreys, 2012).  
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Therefore, if universities and colleges continue to employ current practices that 
derived from traditional students’ needs to attempt to meet nontraditional students’ needs, 
the probability of nontraditional students’ retention increasing will be very unlikely 
(Jeffreys, 2012). Merriam, Caffarella, and Baumgartner (2012) stated that an adult learner 
can be anyone from a recent high school graduate to a grandmother. An adult learner is 
someone who needs a flexible program that assists them in balancing life and educational 
goals due to career or family responsibilities Merriam et al., 2012). Since few programs 
cater to adult learners, adult learners usually have to tailor their class schedule around 
their employment (Snyder, Tate, & Winters, 2010).  
The literature review included an overview of retention in higher education; a 
historical evolution of student’s retention in higher education; a historical background of 
retention models; factors that impact student retention from the literature; students’ 
relationship with peers, staff, and faculty; students’ perceptions of not belonging; 
students’ financial concerns; students’ personal reasons, the inadequate enrollment 
student support services; the changing demographics of college and university students; 
and traditional and nontraditional students—all topics that contribute to the significance 
of this research. Regardless of the students’ rationale for leaving, their satisfaction is 
critical in improving their sense of belonging and retention (Smith, 2015). Specifically, 
satisfaction with faculty, peers, and college/staff is positively predictive of students’ 
sense of belonging when controlling for additional retention factors. A blended academic 
and social integration structure is an important component of first-year students’ 
transition to college (Smith, 2015). With the encouragement of faculty and student 
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interactions, the existence of a resourceful and forthcoming student support center, and a 
focus on change, retention can be improved among entering freshmen students.  
Implications 
For decades, the retention rate for freshmen students has been at the forefront of 
discussions and research studies (Smith, 2015). Many scholars have noted the importance 
of academic and social integration in promoting a successful transition and retention of 
entering freshmen students. Smith (2015) mentioned student integration into the campus 
as a key factor in challenging, supporting, and retaining students in their successful 
transition to college. Thus, providing students with a holistic sense of belonging to the 
institution of their choice could contribute to helping them make a smooth transition and 
achieve their educational goals (Smith, 2015). Orehovec (2015) noted that a student who 
continues at an institution for four years will generate the same income as four new 
students who depart after one year. Therefore, institutions will benefit from finding ways 
to retain enrolled students. 
I will present the findings that emerged from this study to the study site 
community through a prepared white paper. With an intended audience of the faculty, 
staff, and administration, the anticipated white paper will be an informative document 
offering a summation of the students’ perceptions regarding the causes and implications 
of student attrition. Provided as a professional development opportunity, the white paper 
will advocate for the students by identifying, based upon the data collected during the 
study, their recommendations for actions needed to reduce the attrition of entering 
freshmen students, not only in the Promise Program but across the university. 
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Understanding the students’ reasons for withdrawing and formulating successful 
strategies to retain the students offers several implications. First, knowledge of the 
students’ reasons for withdrawing from the University could serve as a chance for the 
institution’s community to help maintain a socially and academically blended 
environment that integrates students’ needs. According to the U.S. News & World 
Report’s “Freshman Retention Rate: National Universities” (2016), one of every three 
freshmen students do not return for their sophomore year. Second, findings from this 
study may provide professional development opportunities. The white paper will provide 
content including recommended actions to better support students for successful 
completion of their degree programs. As a result, the implications for social change from 
this study could support a paradigm change within the study site and possibly result in 
future changes to institutional policy.  
Summary 
Focused on the central phenomenon of entering freshmen students’ retention in 
the Promise Program, the aim of this qualitative case study was to ascertain the causes 
and implications of some students’ withdrawal from college in their first year. Another 
goal was to identify strategies that could increase retention rates. The framework of 
Tinto’s model integration related to this study’s approach and key research questions, as 
well as to the instrument development and data analysis, because it suggested the need to 
gather information from the students through interview questions that related to Tinto’s 
social integration. A case study was appropriate (Merriam, 2009) because that research 




A review of related literature demonstrated the correlation between the expanding 
accessibility to higher education and entering freshmen students’ retention. The following 
section will address the research design for this study, the methodological approach as it 
relates to the proposal stage, and the criteria for selecting and gaining access to the 




Section 2: The Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to examine the reasons why entering students who 
were enrolled in the Promise Program at a not-for-profit university in the southeastern 
region of the United States withdrew from the university during their first year of studies. 
To achieve this goal, I interviewed students about their experiences in the Promise 
Program and their reasons for withdrawing from the university within their first year. 
Section 2 of this study provides a description of the research methodology and an 
analysis of the data.  
Qualitative Research Design and Approach 
For this study, I used a case study design with semistructured interviews to 
determine the participants’ reasons for withdrawing from the local environment. Creswell 
(2007, 2009, 2012) acknowledged that when researchers seek to explore and describe the 
essence or meanings of participants’ experiences, a qualitative approach is appropriate. 
Yin (2009) explained that how and why questions are answered using case studies 
because such questions “deal with operational links needing to be traced over time, rather 
than simple occurrences or incidents” (p. 9). Yin (2009) noted that the objective of case 
studies is to generalize the theories. According to Creswell (2012), a case study design is 
appropriate when the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context evidence are 
unclear. The following research questions guided this study, adhering to Creswell’s 
(2012) recommendations: 
1. What do the participants say causes entering freshmen students in the Promise 
Program to withdraw from the university during their first year of enrollment? 
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2. What do the participants say the university can do to improve its educational 
and support services that it provides its students?  
3. What do the participants say are the barriers that entering freshmen students 
experience that lead to their withdrawal from their respective programs?  
4. What changes do the participants say the university can make to reduce 
entering freshmen attrition that could add to the university’s existing 
practices, which could be adopted by other higher education institutions?  
To understand the entering freshmen’s experiences, I interviewed freshmen 
students who had been enrolled in the Promise Program and withdrew from the 
institution during the 2015-2016 or 2016-2017 academic year. Understanding of a 
qualitative case study requires experiencing the activity of the case as it occurs in its 
context and its particular situation (Stake, 2005). Use of the case study design allowed me 
to make meaning of the functions and relationships among data to better understand the 
students’ reasons for withdrawing. Researchers had addressed the experiences of entering 
first-year students and their perceptions (Astin, 1975; Boston, Ice, & Gibson, 2010; 
Caroni, 2011; Gury, 2011; Sutton & Gannon-Cook, 2013; Tinto, 1975, 1982, 1988, 1993, 
2001, 2012; Willcoxson, Cotter, & Joy, 2011). This study added to the body of research 
on the problem of freshmen attrition at the study site.  
How the Research Design Derived Logically from the Problem and Research 
Questions  
Lodico, Spaulding, and Vogetle (2010) posited that qualitative research “focuses 
on giving voice to the feelings and perceptions of the participants under study” (p. 264). 
In qualitative inquiry, rather than focusing on outcomes or products, the researcher is 
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more concerned about the process. Creswell (2012) posited that in qualitative research, 
the researcher seeks to collect information on a single “concept—a central phenomenon” 
(p. 128). Bogdan and Biklen (2007) explained that “qualitative researchers are concerned 
with what are called participant perspectives” (p. 7), and Merriam (2009) posited that a 
case study is richly descriptive and provides readers with a vicarious experience of 
having been there. According to Yin (2009), how and why research questions are 
characteristic of case studies, which address the proposed relationships between various 
mechanisms of theory (Yin, 2009). 
To better understand the entering first-year students’ experiences, I used a 
qualitative case study design to gather the data from the entering first-year students who 
withdrew from the university in their first year of study. The qualitative exploratory case 
study design for this study derived logically from the problem and research questions. 
Face-to-face, one-on-one interviews were the most appropriate method for data collection 
to make meaning out of the participants’ experiences (see Silverman, 2016). According to 
Stake (1978), case studies are well-suited for extensive and in-depth descriptions of 
complex social phenomena. The participants are pivotal in qualitative studies (Creswell, 
2012); they offer their perspectives through their own language and stories and enable 
researchers to improve understanding of the different characteristics of the study’s central 
phenomenon.  
This study focused on the unique perceptions of the entering students who 
decided to leave the university during their first year of study. A qualitative, exploratory 
case study design provided the research framework to make meaning of the former 
students’ experiences and the themes that emerged from the data analysis. It was 
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necessary and beneficial to the university’s growth and sustainability to permit this study 
with the entering first-year students who were in the Promise Program and left the 
University (Director of Promise Program, Personal communication, January 21, 2014). 
This study could aid in minimizing the students’ attrition and may be used to address 
similar problems beyond the study site. 
The qualitative exploratory case study design provided the framework to make 
meaning of the first-year students’ experiences that resulted in their decisions to leave the 
University. Merriam (2009) described four key characteristics of qualitative research. 
First, a focus on how people interpret and make sense of their experiences is pivotal 
(Merriam 2009). Qualitative researchers emphasize the natural setting as the direct source 
of data rather than the process of the researcher’s drawing conclusions about the data 
(Merriam, 2009). Merriam posited that the “key word is understanding” (p. 14). The 
meaning is essential; therefore, the researcher is inquisitive about the “participants’ 
perspective” (Merriam, 2009, p. 7), and the focus is to capture the individuals’ 
perspectives as accurately as possible, including the assumptions the individuals make 
about their lives and what they may have taken for granted. The “understanding is an end 
in itself” (Merriam, 2009, p. 14). Qualitative researchers make no attempt to predict the 
future; rather, they attempt only to understand the nature of a phenomenon in its present 
setting. I anticipated that the findings would provide relevant and timely data to 
stakeholders who have an interest in the university.  
The second characteristic of qualitative research is that it produces descriptive 
data that take the shape of words or pictures, as opposed to numbers, to express what the 
researcher has learned about a phenomenon. The descriptive data analysis resulted in  
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themes that presented a complex picture based on the participants’ experiences. Third, 
Merriam (2009) indicated that another unique aspect of qualitative research is that the 
researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. Qualitative 
researchers should collect data in a thorough and methodical process aimed to capture the 
phenomenon “rather than simply the outcome or product” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 6). 
Further, researchers must monitor their role to minimize the risk that they construct 
understanding and shape the data from their own perspective. In accordance with 
Merriam (2009), Bogdan and Biklen (2007) noted that qualitative researchers must aim to 
“objectively study the subjective states of their subjects” (p. 37); therefore, researchers 
must consider several methods for eliminating plausible biases.  
The final step in the qualitative process is an inductive approach, which allows the 
theory to develop from the bottom up, grounding the theory in the data (Merriam, 2009). 
The intent of a qualitative case study is not to prove or disapprove hypotheses formulated 
before starting the study. Lodico et al. (2010) noted that a case study is an appropriate 
method to “gain insight into an in-depth understanding of an individual, group, or 
situation” (p. 269). A qualitative case study was the preferred research methodology for 
the current study because the purpose was to describe and understand the participants’ 
perspectives regarding the causes and implications of the central phenomenon of entering 
first-year students’ attrition.  
The intent of qualitative study is to provide a holistic account from the 
participants’ perspectives to illustrate the case, resulting in a “description of the 
phenomenon under study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 43). Case study methodology has been 
“underestimated” as it has the potential to lend itself to aid in the “generating and testing 
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of hypotheses” (Merriam, 2009, p. 53). The current case study contributed knowledge to 
the study of entering first-year students’ withdrawal from college. Lodico et al. (2010) 
posited that a case study “focuses on individuals within a small group and documents the 
individuals’ experiences in a specific setting” (p. 15). Utilizing a case study and 
conducting interviews provided the structure to collect data from the former first-year 
students who were in the Promise Program. The interview protocol (Appendix E) focused 
on questions designed to gain the participants’ understanding, perceptions, and 
explanation of the causes that led them to withdraw from the university.  
An ethnographic study design was inappropriate for this study because the 
objective of this study was not to investigate how the larger society influences the 
interactions in a cultural group (see Lodico et al., 2010). Because the goal of this study 
was not to develop a theory based on the data, I ruled out grounded theory as an option 
for this study. Finally, the phenomenological approach was not an option for this study 
because the goal was not to attempt to capture the human experience based on a 
phenomenon (see Lodico et al., 2010). I anticipated collecting data by interviewing the 
entering first-year students to obtain rich, thick holistic and descriptive data based on 
their perceptions of the phenomenon; therefore, a quantitative approach was not 
appropriate.  
Qualitative Research Design  
According to Yin (1981), a case study is a suitable systematic research design that 
can include qualitative or quantative data. Yin asserted that evidence from the case study 
can be achieved from fieldwork, observations, verbal reports, or archival reports. An 
explanatory case study was a justifiable research design for this study; the design 
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facilitated the exploration of the phenomenon within its context in an attempt to learn 
from the participants what factors contributed to their decisions to leave the university 
within their first year of study. Yin proposed that “a case study represents a research 
strategy to be likened to an experiment, a history, or a simulation, which may be 
considered alternative research strategies” (p. 59).  
In comparison, Creswell (2012) recommended data sources such as interviews, 
direct observations, focus groups, and archival records (e.g., students’ course 
evaluations). The use of different data sources ensures that researchers do not sutdy the 
phenomenon from only one perspective (Yin, 2009) but rather an array of perspectives, 
which allows for a more holistic and multifaceted exploration of the factors and contexts 
that contribute to the phenomenon. In this way, each data source represents a perspective 
from one participant and the data provide a more holistic understanding of the 
phenomenon (Yin 1984, 2009). Different participants’ data from the interviews and other 
sources, triangulation of data (the combination of methodologies in the study with the 
same phenomenon), or cross-verification contributes to the overall validity of the study 
(Jonsen & Jehn, 2009). According to Yin (2009), interviews are guided conversations 
that are usually one of most important sources of case study evidence.  
Additional support for the selection of a case study came from Creswell (2013), 
Duff (2014), Stake (1995), Yazan (2015), and Yin (1984,  2009, 2013). Yazan (2015) 
noted that a researcher can employ a case study as an appropriate strategy to explore and 
understand an event involving one or more individuals. According to Yin (1984), 
building explanations is another technique important to case studies attempt that can 
clarify the situation. According to Yin (2009), three strategies may improve construct 
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validity: maintaining a chain of evidence, using multiple sources of evidence, and having 
key informants review the case study report. Over a period of time, researchers can 
collect detailed information using a variety of data collection procedures (Stake, 1978, 
1995).  
 “A case study is bounded by time and activity” (Creswell, 2011, p. 13) and may 
provide the framework to gain insight into students’ perceptions. It may be possible to 
view case study analysis as achieving a rigorous level (Yin, 1982, 1984) even though 
statistical techniques are not applied. Lodico et al. (2010) noted that “what you may ask” 
or “whether there is a limit to the number of people involved you could be interviewed” 
(p. 269) is relevant because for the phenomenon to be bounded, it must have an end. 
According to Yin (1981), a case study is easier to read when “it is built on a clear and 
conceptual framework” (p. 64). A case study is used to collect direct evidence (Yin, 
2009). The current study focused on first-year students who entered the university and 
were part of the Promise Program and subsequently withdrew from the university. 
Understanding the reasons students offered for withdrawing during their first year of 
study was the main focus of this study.  
Research Designs and Their Foci  
Finding the appropriate research design for a problem is necessary. This section 
provides a brief overview of two of the most basic type of research designs, quantitative 
and qualitative, and a rationale for the selection of an explanatory case study design. The 
focus of quantitative research is to quantify how much or how many. Its philosophical 
roots are positivism, logical empiricism, and realism. The goal of quantitative research 
investigation centers on prediction, control, description, confirmation, and hypothesis 
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testing. The sample is normally large, random, and representative, and the data collection 
devices are inanimate instruments (scale, tests, surveys, questionnaires, and computers). 
Its primary mode of analysis is deductive, statistical, and its findings are precise and 
numerical (Merriam, 2009). At the conclusion of any quantitative study, Lodico et al. 
(2010) stated, “there will be data in the form of numbers” (p. 242), and the researcher 
will be able to make sense of the data by summarizing it in the form of descriptive data, 
which may consist of bar graphs, histograms, measurements of central tendency and 
variability, and measurements of relationships.  
In contrast to quantitative research, Merriam (2009) stated, “Qualitative research 
is a type of research that encompasses a number of philosophical orientations and 
approaches” (p. 19). The focus of qualitative research is the essence of a phenomenon, 
and its philosophical roots stem from phenomenology, symbolic interactionism, and 
constructivism. The goal of qualitative investigations is to gain an understanding of the 
participants’ perspectives, while collecting descriptive and meaningful data to add voice 
to the participants’ narratives. The design characteristics are flexible, evolving, and 
emergent; the sample size is small, and sample selection is nonrandom and purposeful.  
The researcher is the primary instrument, and the data collection ranges from 
observations, interviews, and questionnaires. According to (2013), qualitative researchers 
aim to achieve analytical generalization, as opposed to the statistical generalization that is 
the goal in quantative studies. Qualitative inquiry’s prime mode of analysis is inductive 
with use of a constant comparative method. Thus, since the aim of this study was to 
collect holistic descriptive meaning and gain an in-depth understanding of the entering 
freshmen students’ experiences, a quantitative research design would not support the 
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intention of this study. However, a qualitative case study supported the study in 
describing and understanding the participants’ perceptions of the causes and implications 
of the central phenomenon of entering freshmen students who withdrew from the 
University.  
In addition to case study, theorists identified three other commonly used 
qualitative research designs: ethnography, phenomenology, and grounded theory (Lodico 
et al., 2010). Ethnography is a science used to write about a tribe or, more conventionally, 
a cultural group (Lodico et al., 2010). While ethnography is similar to a case study in that 
it provides rich narratives or a richly detailed description, its primary focus is discovering 
the essence of a community or culture and its unique situation to gain an understanding 
and “paint a portrait” (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 267). Ethnographic research is normally 
lengthy, and typically its findings are presented in a book format, as opposed to a case 
study, which results in a summative report.  
In the second type of qualitative research, phenomenology, researchers focus on 
the participants’ interpretations of their experiences and attempt to understand the 
meaning of the participants’ perspectives by recognizing the many different ways to 
interpret the same experience and collect extensive amounts of data over time from the 
participants. This approach requires the researchers to observe and play a role in the 
process. Much of the researcher’s role during the data collection phase involves spending 
time in “silent reflection” (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 271). The reflection time allows the 
researcher to focus on what constructs the reality of the participants. Therefore, this 
design objective was not appropriate to “capture the ‘essence’ of the human experience” 
(Lodico et al., 2010, p. 16) in this study.  
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The third approach, grounded theory design, allows the researcher to build a 
hypothesis grounded in the data. The design involves collecting data using multiple 
techniques over a longer period of time in order to construct a theory. Lodico et al. (2010) 
noted that “grounded theories are practical theories that are designed to be used in the 
context of the field studied, as well as other similar settings” (p. 271). The data analysis 
in grounded theory design compares components of the data to determine similarities and 
differences. Grounded theory differs from case study design in that grounded theory 
focuses on findings that can be generalized to other settings, and that feature was not 
appropriate for this study (Lodico et al., 2010). Furthermore, my decision not to employ 
grounded theory aligned with Merriam’s (2009) assertion that grounded theory is 
beneficial in focusing on the evolution of a process, and that focus was not the goal of 
this study.  
The focus of this study was a bounded system at a single university, a setting 
appropriate to a case study. The purpose of this research was to understand the 
participating students’ perceptions of the causes, implications, and strategies needed to 
decrease entering freshmen students’ attrition rate, not to primarily present the student’s 
perceived experiences with the phenomenon. This qualitative approach was “interpretive” 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 22) in nature and focused on investigating and understanding 
individuals’ experience within a specific setting (Lodico et al., 2010). The population for 
this study were entering freshmen students in the Promise Program who had decided to 
leave the University and consequently represent a bounded system. A case study can aid 
in creating and validating theories but is not limited to these activities (Merriam, 2009).  
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Selecting participants who have lived the experience warrants or necessitates a 
navigation system; therefore, “a logical plan of getting from here to there” (Merriam, 
2009, p. 55) is necessary. Merriam (2009) noted that “once the general problem has been 
identified, the task becomes to select the unit of analysis, the sample” (p. 76). Further, the 
researcher must choose what, when, where, and whom to interview, using one of two 
basic sampling techniques for qualitative research.  
Participants 
According to Merriam et al.’s (2012) research, “generalization in a statistical 
sense is not necessary or even justifiable in qualitative research” (p. 76), and to 
understand the phenomenon, the qualitative researcher purposefully or intentionally 
selects individuals and sites. Thus, random sampling was not an appropriate method for 
this study. The goal of this study was to ascertain what the participants identified as the 
causes and implications of seven entering freshmen students’ withdrawal from the 
University in their first year.  
Criteria and Justification for Selecting the Participants 
According to Creswell (2012), case study methods are appropriate to studies 
bounded by time and activity, and Merriam (2009) noted that “a case study is an in-depth 
description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 40). Entering freshmen students in the 
Promise Program represented a system bounded by events and circumstances. According 
to Stake (2005), a case is bounded because of its situation, complexity, time, and activity, 
and consequently, a researcher’s attention is drawn to the case as an object, rather than a 
process. Merriam (2009) further stated that in qualitative research, “the crucial factor is 
61 
 
not the number of respondents but the potential of each person to contribute to the 
development of insight and understanding of the phenomenon” (p. 104).  
This study consisted of interviews with seven entering freshmen students who 
were in the Promise Program. The criteria for selecting the participants for the case study 
was a convenient purposeful sampling of volunteer entering freshmen who had never 
attended another college or university and who had earned at least a high school diploma 
or its equivalent. The participants entered the institution during the spring or fall 
semesters of 2016, were in the Promise Program, and withdrew from the University 
during the spring or fall semester of 2016.  
The initial sampling of the spring 2016 semester students did not yield the 
required numbers of participants. Therefore, I submitted a request to change procedures 
to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) to incorporate participants from fall 2016 
semester, due to lack of response from the spring 2016 students. Two levels of sampling 
are not unusual in qualitative case studies, and Merriam (2012) mentioned that 
researchers have a choice of selecting from one to several frequently used sampling 
strategies. In other words, to gauge the real number of participants necessary for the study 
depends on the point of saturation (Guba, as cited in Merriam, 2009). “Redundancy” 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 80) is the primary criteria for determining saturation. 
In qualitative research, researchers seek individuals who can best help provide 
information about the central phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). Therefore, a purposeful 
sampling that would not allow generalization of the findings justified and supported this 
research design. The goal of the purposeful sampling was to make better meaning and 
understanding about the phenomenon. This study provides further understanding of the 
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experiences of the participants as freshmen students who were in the Promise Program 
and then withdrew from the University.  
Therefore, selecting the participants incorporated the objective of making the 
research holistic and descriptive about why entering freshmen students were prone to 
withdraw from college within their first year of study. The number of participants was 
balanced with the depth of inquiry; therefore, the fewer the participants, the deeper the 
research became by permitting each participant adequate time to share his or her 
perceptions fully(Merriam, 2009). In purposeful sampling, according to Merriam (2009), 
the size of the sample should be guided by the amount of “informational” (p. 80) 
consideration; thus, the number of participants was justified by the depth of inquiry and 
saturation of data. Of the seven participants, four were female and three were male. Three 
females were African American, and one was Asian American. Of the males, two were 
African American, and one was Hispanic American. During their freshmen year, none of 
the participants lived on campus. Six of the participants resided in their parents’ 
households, and one participant maintained a home with her daughter.  
Gaining Access to the Participants 
To gain access to the participants, I secured IRB 01-06-17-0305612 approval 
from Walden University. However, prior to obtaining Walden’s approval, I contacted the 
study site to obtain a Letter of Cooperation that provided some assurance that I would 
gain approval to conduct my study. Once Walden University’s IRB granted approval, I 
submitted a request to conduct the research at the University (Appendix B). Merriam et 
al. (2012) explained that gaining access to the site or individuals in qualitative research 
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involves obtaining permissions at different levels, such as the organization, the site, the 
individuals, and campus institutional review boards.  
At the study site, I contacted the University Office of Sponsored Research to 
inquire about the IRB process. A letter to the Vice President of Academic Affairs 
informed him of my intentions and explained that this study was the required capstone 
project for my doctoral study. I also inquired about how to obtain permission to conduct 
my research, and I asked for the site’s protocol for gaining access to the potential 
participants’ contact information.  
Once I received the approval to conduct research at the study site, I established 
communication with the Director of the Promise Program to obtain his endorsement for 
the project. Each student in the program received an invitation via e-mail to participate in 
the study (Appendix C). I contacted those who responded to the e-mailed invitation to 
determine if the potential participant met the four criteria for the study (Appendix F). The 
homogeneous sample of participants from the population of entering freshmen in the 
Promise Program met the following criteria: they had never attended another college or 
university, earned at least a high school diploma or its equivalent, entered the University 
in spring or fall 2016 and were in the Promise Program, and withdrew from the 
University during their first year of enrollment.  
Once the participants accepted the invitation to participate, they received via e-
mail an Informed Consent Form (Appendix D). They brought the signed Inform Consent 
Form with them to the interview. The participants and I scheduled the date and time of 
the interviews based on the participants’ availability. Several of the interviews had to be 
scheduled after the participants got off work. While the participants’ demographic 
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information was easily attainable through the Univeristy’s record-keeping system, 
gaining access to the participants who had left the University was more challenging and 
labor intensive. Many of the students no longer had access to retrieve their University e-
mail, due to outstanding balances on their accounts, and most of the student seldom read 
their own personal e-mails.  
Establishing a Working Relationship Between the Researcher and Participants 
At the study site, I used several strategies to establish a positive researcher-
participant relationship. First, the participants received an introductory e-mail that 
explained the purpose of the study, their role within the study, that participation was 
voluntary, and what the potential benefits could be. I emphasized to the students that it 
was important that they feel comfortable enough to be candid in their responses during 
the interviews. Participants were selected as they contacted me and met the criteria. The 
recruitment process was lengthy and extended over a six-week period. Therefore, only 
seven students were selected for the study.  
Once the former students had agreed to participate in the study, I followed-up 
with a phone conversation to further explain the study and to start to build a rapport with 
the individual. I explained to the participants that their names would be kept out of the 
study, because I would assign a number to represent their identity. Thus, all names are 
withheld from the report. Finally, the participants learned that I, too, was being held 
accountable by both my learning institution and the study site where they had attended 
school and were part of the Promise Program and that all of the collected data would be 
used strictly for the purpose of constructing the study.  
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According to Bogdan and Biklen (2007), gaining acceptance at the study site is 
important: “It involves laying the groundwork for good rapport with those with whom 
you will be spending time, so they will accept you and what you are doing” (p. 84). 
Merriam (2009) noted that the researcher is the primary instrument of “data collection 
and analysis” (p. 52). Thus, trying to establish a relationship with participants in this 
study was crucial and as important as entering the study with no biases to ensure the 
transcription and analysis of the data derived solely from the participants’ perspectives of 
their experience and not from my biases.  
Participants’ Protection and Consent 
I took several measures to protect the participants from harm. Once the IRB at 
Walden University and the study site approved the study, participants received an 
informed consent form before scheduling their interview. The informed consent form 
provided the content for participant to understand the study before deciding whether to 
take part in the study and come to the interview. With the overarching goal of protecting 
the participants in this study, I included the following components in an e-mail 
communication: a detailed explanation of what would be expected of participants in 
terms of time commitment, an overview of the voluntary nature of the study including the 
risk of being in the study, an explanation of how their privacy would be protected by 
assigning each participant a number so no names or other identifying details would be 
disclosed, and information on how they could contact me prior to and during the study.  
Another protection for the participants (Merriam, 2009) included a field test that I 
conducted prior to the interviews. For the field test, I asked the Associate Dean of the 
School of Business, the Director of Promise Program, and the Associate Director of 
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Enrollment Services to review the interview questions for appropriateness and clarity and 
to ensure that the interview questions aligned with the research questions. In addition to 
strengthening the questions, the field test added credibility to the study.  
To further ensure credibility, I recorded the data collection with a digital 
recording device and completed the transcription of all interviews in the privacy of my 
home. I stored all data on my personal password-protected computer, so that no other 
person had access to the confidential material. Finally, further ethical protection included 
my dedication to an honest presentation of all data. No excessive demands were placed 
on the participants. I contacted the participants who met the criteria for this study via 
their university and personal e-mail addresses. Since the potential participants had 
already left the University, I used both e-mail addresses to contact the former students, 
because in some instances, participants no longer accessed the university e-mail system.  
Data Collection 
Creswell (2009) noted that data are ordinary pieces of information that are 
“concrete and measurable” (p. 85) or information that is difficult to measure, such as 
feelings. Data sources include but are not limited to interviews, direct observations, focus 
groups, and archival records from students’ course evaluations (Creswell, 2013). Using 
an array of data sources ensures that a phenomenon can be studied from more than one 
perspective, which allows a more holistic and multi-faceted exploration that may 
contribute to understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). Each datum source is a 
piece of the puzzle that is the phenomenon, and each source contributes to a complete 
picture of the understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). The triangulation of 
data from different sources supported the overall validity of this study (Jonsen & Jehn, 
67 
 
2009). Sources of data included the interview with each participant, the follow-up phone 
interview with each participant, and the field notes I took during and after each interview.  
My intention in this study was to identify the meanings of the participants’ 
perceptions of the causes and implications that caused them, as entering freshmen 
students, to withdraw from the University. Since qualitative data, as noted by Creswell 
(2009), “consist of direct quotations from people” (p. 85) about their lived experiences 
and perceptions, the instrument to collect data in this study contained semi-structured 
open-ended questions (Appendix E) that allowed for the participants to share their 
experienced perceptions without being influenced by the researcher’s views or by earlier 
research findings (Creswell, 2012, 2014). The most common way to interview—and the 
best way for one person to collect information from another—is “person-to-person” 
(Creswell, 2009, p. 89). Thus, an interview was the preferred instrument for this study, 
based on the one-on-one relationship it fostered with the participants.  
The interviews took place at the study site, in the Enrollment Service Office. The 
interviews lengths ranged from 36 to 70 minutes. I recorded the interviews using a digital 
tape recorder (with the participants’ permission) and then transcribed for coding and 
analysis. The audio recording ensured that everything the participants said during the 
interview was preserved for the data analysis. The audio recordings also ensured 
descriptive validity. In written field notes, I recorded the participants’ nonverbal cues, 
such as body motions or facial expressions.  
Field notes may add deep description of the phenomenon, according to Merriam 
(2009). I wrote the summaries an average of four to six days after the interviews to 
ensure I did not forget the details. The next steps were to e-mail a summary of the 
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interview for the participant’s review and to request a second follow-up interview via 
telephone. Participants chose among several dates and times for the second phone 
interview. The follow-up interviews, which occurred by telephone, took between five and 
10 minutes. The follow-up interview focused on whether the participant wanted to 
change anything from the summary. In addition, the participant had the opportunity to 
add anything else to their interview now that some time had elapsed since the first 
interview. One of the three male participants requested correction to his summary. The 
information from the field notes figured in the data analysis, as outlined in the upcoming 
section, Data Analysis.  
Role of the Researcher  
My role encompassed selection of the participants through a purposive sampling 
method; dissemination of the documents related to the study; establishment of the 
procedure for the interviews; conducting the interviews, analysis, and interpretation of 
the data; and reporting the findings. My relationship to the study site and to the 
participants were important considerations, as these relationships could have led to 
conflicts of interest and bias in the final research report (Creswell, 2014). The probability 
of potential bias due to professional affiliations or acquaintances with the study’s 
participants was minimal because during the participants’ selection, I was certain not to 
select any students with whom I was familiar by thoroughly vetting the potential 
participants through the University’s ERP system.  
At the study site, I work in the Enrollment Services Office (Financial Aid, 
Registrar, and Student Financials). While I do interact with students, the main areas of 
my work include counseling students and parents about paying for college, advising and 
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registering students in courses, and assisting students in clearing their financial 
obligations with the University. However, students would see several other staff 
(Director, Associate Director, Assistant Director, Counselor) before reaching my level of 
counseling. The vetting of the participants was facilitated by having access to students’ 
assigned University ID numbers. The students’ ID number ensured that those who were 
included in the selection process had no past interactions with me.  
A peer de-briefer, member checking, and triangulation further mitigated my 
biases. The peer de-briefer reviewed my interview questions to ensure that they were 
clear and answered the research questions that guided this study. The peer de-briefer also 
reviewed the interview transcripts and my analysis of the data. This perspective was 
helpful in detecting any biases and added to the credibility of the study. Creswell (2009) 
noted that “involving an interpretation beyond the researcher adds validity to an account” 
(p. 192). At all times, I upheld professionalism, respect, and courtesy for the participants. 
Perhaps emphasizing my desire to learn and understand their perceptions enabled the 
participants to understand my aspirations to make a difference in improving the 
University experience for entering freshmen students. I was aware that the participants’ 
comments might resonate with me or even reflect my own personal perspectives, and 
being sensitive to this was important and helpful in mitigating the influence of bias. 
The interview schedule was flexible and accommodated the participants’ 
availability, and I maintained a humble and low profile to avoid bringing any attention to 
the study to ensure as much privacy as possible. All of these efforts were imperative to 
protect the success of the study. The phenomenon of entering freshmen students’ 
withdrawal during the first year is present and increasing within the higher educational 
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community, and the phenomenon carries with it negative implications, not only to that 
community but also to the larger community beyond the University (Tinto, 2012). The 
upcoming section describes the processes for data analysis.  
Data Analysis 
Merriam (2009) noted that making sense of data “involves consolidating, 
reducing, and interpreting what people have said, and what the researcher has seen and 
read, the process of making meaning” (p. 176). In this study, I employed a bottom up 
approach, as recommended by Creswell (2014). The first steps included preparation of 
the data and a preliminary analysis. Within four to six days after each interview, I 
transcribed the recorded interviews and field notes. I conducted a preliminary analysis of 
the information and prepared a summary of that initial analysis. Second, I e-mailed the 
summary to the participant with the request that he or she review it for accuracy, and I 
requested a brief follow-up telephone interview. The purpose of the follow-up interviews 
was to allow the participants to verify the accuracy of the summary and to offer any 
additional information. As stated earlier, only one of the participants requested changes to 
the summary. Finally, I reviewed the summaries multiple times to gain a general sense of 
the data before starting the next step in the analysis process. 
Data analysis proceeded by a system that involved reviewing, comparing, and 
finally organizing the data into themes through a combination of manual coding and 
computer-assisted coding in Microsoft Word. The ATLAS.ti software substantiated 
manual coding and allowed for efficient organization, categorization, and filing of the 
data. Following Creswell’s (2014) recommendations, I segmented the data using the 
ATLAS/ti program. The next step was to develop color codes (Saldana, 2013) in 
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Microsoft Word, which involved manually grouping sentences and phrases with like 
meanings.  
I identified and eliminated redundant codes, reducing the number of codes to 29. 
Finally, the 29 codes were combined to create four themes, the major ideas participants 
mentioned most frequently and the ideas that had the most evidence to support them. Due 
to the consistency of the recurring themes, I determined that the data were saturated, and 
no additional participants were needed. The themes that emerged from the coding process 
derived from in-depth analysis, supported further understanding of the central 
phenomenon, and resulted in information that answered the research question (Creswell, 
2014).  
Accuracy and Credibility 
I used a Microsoft Word software program (on my personal desktop) in the 
analysis to maintain and code the data following the data collection. I began open coding 
and transitioned to analytical coding, inserting words and phrases using a three-column 
approach recommended by Hahn (2008). Additionally, I used highlighting functions and 
text size and color as strategies during the coding process to identify emerging themes 
(Pierre & Jackson, 2014).  
The coding procedure for reducing information into categories and themes was 
built upon Creswell’s (2012) suggestion that the reduction of codes should result in five 
to seven themes (p. 244), which should be “exhaustive” and “mutually exclusive” 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 185). This procedure implies that all relevant data should specifically 
align to a discovered theme or subtheme (Merriam, 2009) in order to be presented in a 
narrative report. The adjustment in the number of codes occurred during the concurrent 
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processes of qualitative data analysis. During that process, I often returned to previously 
collected data to analyze for new emerging codes or themes. Inductive in its processes, 
coding the data allowed for themes to emerge (Creswell, 2012), and the nature of data 
analysis in qualitative research was adjusted throughout the coding process.  
Merriam (2009) also noted that the objective in data analysis is to make “sense 
out of the data” (p. 175) and because an objective of qualitative research, by tradition, is 
to collect thick descriptive data, the “tolerance for ambiguity is most critical” (Merriam, 
2009, p. 175). The process of analyzing data requires that the researcher shift between 
“concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, between inductive and deductive reasoning, 
between description and interpretation” in order to find meaning and insights regarding 
the studied phenomenon” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176). To organize and manage the data and 
easily retrieve specific pieces of the data, I consistently reviewed the interview 
transcriptions as the data were prepared for the analysis and interwoven with the raw 
data. Merriam (2009) noted that “the important task is to create an inventory of your 
entire data set” (p. 174), and the labeling and organizing scheme needs to make sense for 
the researcher to easily retrieve the information.  
Creswell (2012) described a series of steps to take when analyzing qualitative 
data. Beginning with the collection of the data, I prepared the data for analysis within 
four to five days of each interview. I then transcribed the interview responses and field 
notes. All participants received a summary of their transcribed interview, with a request 
that they review the summary for accuracy. The second follow-up interview took place 
over the telephone; the second interviews ranged in length from five to 10 minutes. This 
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follow-up interview afforded the participant the opportunity to verify the accuracy of the 
summary or to offer any additional information.  
After the follow-up interview, I read through the transcriptions multiple times to 
gain a “general sense” (Creswell, 2012, p. 237) of the collected data and then began to 
code the data. According to Creswell (2012), the adjustment in the number of codes may 
occur due to the concurrent processes of qualitative data analysis. The purpose of these 
procedures was to assure the best possible accuracy and credibility of the findings. 
Merriam (2009) noted that “all research is concerned with producing valid and reliable 
knowledge in an ethical manner” (p. 209); research findings should match reality; and the 
integrity of the researcher is key to the study being credible. Such was the intention and 
goal of this study.  
As a result of this challenge, Maxwell (as cited in Merriam, 2009) noted that 
reality can never be fully achieved and validity “is a goal rather than the product” (p. 
214); however, numerous strategies can be followed to enhance the validity and 
reliability of a study. Ratcliffe (as cited in Merriam, 2009) noted in every type of 
research, when assessing validity, researchers must remember these important things: 
“data do not speak for themselves; there is always an interpreter or translator”; words can 
be “abstract, symbolic representations of reality, but not reality itself”; and data is 
multidimensional and ever changing (p. 213). Triangulation, as noted by Creswell (2012, 
2014) and Merriam (2009), is one of the most commonly used means to improve validity 
and reliability of a study and to acknowledge potential researcher bias.  
While the acknowledgement of potential researcher bias has been discussed in the 
section entitled Role of the Researcher, I also had a peer de-briefer and used triangulation 
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and member checking to mitigate these risks. A peer de-briefer is a person who is 
familiar with the research project and qualitative design and one who can serve as a 
pivotal examiner and validator (Creswell, 2014). The peer de-briefer was an 
administrator at the case study site who was also experienced with conducting qualitative 
research. The peer de-briefer carefully reviewed the interview questions, interview 
summaries, and final report to look for bias, or detect if legitimate findings or discrepant 
data were overlooked. Since the peer de-briefer did not have access to the raw data, no 
confidentiality form had to be signed.  
Creswell (2012) defined triangulation as the “process of corroborating evidence 
from different individuals, types of data, or methods of data collection” (p. 259). I 
interviewed seven participants for this study, and I employed triangulation and 
respondent validation (member checking) to further enhance and improve the validity of 
the data and findings.  
Member checking was an additional measure of validity; Maxwell (as cited in 
Merriam, 2009) described member checking as the “single most important way of ruling 
out the possibility of misinterpreting the meanings of what participants say and do; the 
perspective they have on what is going on; identifying your own biases and 
misunderstanding” (p. 217). Member checking consisted of participants confirming the 
accuracy of both the field notes I took during the interviews and the preliminary analysis 
of the interview and field notes. Participants reviewed the summary before the brief 
follow-up telephone interview. Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell, and Walter (2016) 
explained member checking of interview data is an interactive method of member 
checking. This method provided a rigorous approach to facilitate the participants’ 
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engagement and to provide confirmation, modification, and verification of the interview 
transcripts.  
Lodico et al. (2010) also suggested that data credibility can be enhanced through 
member checks, wherein the participants review transcribed interviews. In my study, 
rather than sending out the entire transcribed interview, following Walden University’s 
guidelines, I sent out a summary of each transcription to the participants. All participants 
accepted the results of the summaries with the exception of one of the male participants, 
who requested that I revise his statement about what the University could do to make 
freshmen students’ transition more welcoming.  
Procedures for Dealing With Discrepant Cases 
In qualitative research, discrepant cases may present themselves, so in order to 
ensure inclusion of all accurate and credible information, I anticipated reporting 
discrepant cases. According to Lodico et al. (2010), discrepant cases or negative case 
analysis is the process of “examining the data for examples that contradict or disconfirm 
the hypothesis” (p. 276). Lodico et al. (2010) also suggested that “when conflicting 
perspectives are found, qualitative researchers must reexamine other data sources to see if 
the differences can be resolved, they may decide to simply present the different 
perspectives” (p. 309). To present negative or discrepant information that runs counter to 
the themes, a researcher should not be opposed to presenting the information that departs 
from the theme, since “the account becomes more realistic and hence valid” (Creswell, 
2009, p. 192). Thus, since real life is made up of different perceptions that sometimes 
differ, discussing divergent information adds to the credibility of the report.  
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The implications for social change include improvement of individuals’ lives and 
social conditions. The findings may also positively impact society in the form of changes 
in practice to address the entering students’ needs. To ensure that the information was 
accurate and fully representative of the emergent data, I reported all discrepancies in the 
findings. Qualitative research can offer a richer and more personal insight into the 
thoughts and feeling of participants. The focus of Section 3 is to provide the qualitative 
findings based on the participants’ perspectives.  
Research Findings 
The focus of this study was the perceptions of the seven entering freshmen 
students in the Promise Program who withdrew from the University in their first year of 
study. A faculty strike during the fall 2016 semester compounded the students’ 
experience because some classes had to be taught by the administrative staff. 
Nonetheless, through a semi-structured interview of 15 questions, these participants 
provided sufficient information to address the four questions that guided the study:  
1. What causes entering freshmen students in the Promise Program to withdraw 
from the University during their first year of enrollment? 
2. What can the University do to improve its educational and support services 
that it provides its students?  
3. What are the barriers that entering freshmen students experience that lead to 
their withdrawal from their respective programs?  
4. What changes can be made to reduce entering freshmen attrition that could 
add to the University’s existing practices in place, which could potentially be 
adopted by other higher education institutions?  
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The seven participants of the Promise Program at the study site contributed to 
interviews using a semistructured interview protocol (Appendix A) in which they 
described their experiences during their time at the institution. The participants seemed to 
be engaged in their interviews, expressed interest in the study, and felt that the topic of 
the study needed special attention. They seemed positive about being able to contribute to 
the study, but they also seemed a little unsure about the relevance of their experiences, 
and the value this information would be to the University.  
The focus of sorting the data by theme was to provide significant information to 
answer the guiding questions of the study. The four core themes that emerged from the 
data analysis represented major factors and influences on the entering freshmen’s 
transitions. This section includes a summary of background on the participants and 
discussion of the four themes: staff and faculty interactions, social and academic barriers, 
the need for student service support, and a sense of belonging, which all related to the 
research questions.  
Background of the Participants 
F01. F01 was a 19-year-old North African female, and she was a first-year 
student at the institution. At the time of the interview, she was pursuing a biology degree 
and planned to attend medical school and become a neurosurgeon. She was the oldest of 
two children and lived with her mother.  
F02. F02 was a 20-year-old African American female, and she was a first-year 
entering freshmen student at the institution. At the time of the interview, she was 
pursuing a pharmacy degree but had not been accepted into the program. F02 was an only 
child and lived with her mother. All of her other family members were back in England. 
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Her grandfather lived in the United States, but because of a family breech, she did not 
maintain communication with him. 
M03. M03 was a 19-year-old African American male, and he was a first-year 
entering freshmen student at the institution. At the time of the interview, he was pursuing 
a sports science degree. He loved playing baseball and wanted to play for the institution’s 
team, but missed the tryouts. He goal was to work for a major league sports team as a 
sports trainer. M03 was the oldest of his siblings.  
F04. F04 was a 19-year-old Haitian female, and she was a first-year entering 
freshmen student at the institution. At the time of the interview, she was pursuing a 
nursing degree. She initially planend to attend another university, but applied too late to 
begin the fall 2016 semester. F04 planned to attend one semester at the institution and 
then transfer. She had an hour-long commute to the institution and lived with her mother.  
F05. F05 was a 35-year-old West Indie female, and she was a first-time entering 
freshmen student at the institution. At the time of the interview, she was pursuing her 
bachelor’s degree in nursing. She had a daughter in middle school and had decided to go 
to college to be an example for her daughter. She was employed in a major hospital in an 
administrative role. F05 helped her mother get her GED and also get a job at the hospital 
where she worked. She said she started college late, because she always put others ahead 
of herself.  
M06. M06 was a 20-year-old Hispanic male, and he was an entering freshmen 
student at the institution. At the time of the interview, he was pursuing his degree in 
accounting. He lived in a household with his parents. His mother graduated from college, 
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and his father had a high school diploma. M06 had attended private school and was the 
captain of the basketball team.  
F07. F07 was an 18-year-old Asian female, and she was an entering freshmen 
student at the institution. At the time of the interview, she was pursuing her degree in 
pharmacy. Both parents graduated from college, and one of her parents attended the same 
institution whre she was enrolled. F07 had two siblings. She stated she enjoyed the urban 
campus and the convenience of public transportation.  
Emergent Themes From the Data Analysis 
The themes that emerged from data analysis provided answers to the guiding 
research questions regarding what caused entering freshmen students in the Promise 
Program to withdraw from the University during their first year. The four major themes 
were staff and faculty interactions, social and academic barriers, the need for improved 
student service support, and a sense of belonging. Discussions of the four themes follow.  
Theme 1: Staff and faculty interactions. An overall consensus of the 
participants was that feeling isolated and lonely emphasized the problems freshmen 
students encountered that contributed to their withdrawal from the University in their first 
year. When participants described the main reason that motivated them to attend the 
University, they shared similar answers such as family and friends who attended the 
University or recommendations by a high school teacher or career counselor. Participants 
also mentioned being in the heart of the exciting city. Other reasons included the 
participant’s wanting to attend a private University; the University’s specialized 
programs; campus diversity including faculty, staff, and students; advertisement, and the 
school’s close proximity to several of the participants’ homes and jobs.  
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Some of the participants spoke at length, and others provided short answers. For 
example, F01 indicated that her friend recommended the school, and her friend was still 
attending. In addition, F01 stated, “The school has a pretty good biology program, and I 
love the craziness of the city.” The University offers specialized programs that other 
colleges and universities in the area do not offer, and these programs attract students. For 
example, F02 stated, “I heard the University has a great pharmacy program, and most of 
my colleague love their teachers.” M03, who was pursing a sports science degree, smiled 
and stated, “I wanted to be in an environment to get my thoughts in the right place and 
avoid the distraction in the street.” F05 stated, “I read about the students’ success and 
experience,” and she asked around and received positive recommendations from family. 
M06 said he wanted to attend the University “to obtain the skills and degree needed to 
accomplish my long-term career goals.” F07 mentioned, “My mother received her degree 
from the University, and following her footsteps, I hope to become a pharmacist and also 
obtain my degree from this institution.” F02 also wanted to attend because of the 
pharmacy program.  
F01 stated, “I love my biology teacher. He did not assume we knew the material, 
and set up office hours for us to meet with him. He even gave us his cell phone number.” 
According to Sandoval-Lucero, Maes, and Klingsmith (2014), instructors who are 
helpful, accessible, and motivational impact students’ connection to college and 
contribute to better grades and academic pursuit. When participants described a time or 
event on campus furing which they felt connected to the University, they offered 
unequivocal statements that required little probing, and their answers were more 
congruent than different. Most participants shared at least one time they experienced 
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feeling connectedness to the University with either a professor, a Promise Coach, an 
advisor, an Enrollment Service Coach, or another student on campus. Several participants 
took the opportunity to emphasize the importance of having the connectedness across the 
curriculum and the University. I had to remind several of the participants that we needed 
to move along due to time constraints.  
For instance, F02 indicated most of her teachers were “great.” She also stated, “I 
depended on them for guidance on how to do well in their class.” F03 stated that “the 
Promise Program looked like it could really help students if the coaches tried harder in 
connecting with students.” F05, an older student, mentioned, “Most of my professors and 
I were the oldest among the other students in the class, so we primarily were on the same 
page as far as it not being high school and having to earn your grades.” M06 shared, “I 
enjoyed a night out with the faculty to a basketball event. It was a good experience to get 
to see the social side of the faculty and administration.” 
When participants answered a question about what actions the administration and 
faculty as a community should take to meet students’ academic and social needs, the 
answers varied from participant to participant. Probing was necessary, since four of the 
seven participants provided short responses, then asked that I repeat the question and 
paused before providing a more detailed answer. Some commonalities existed in the 
answers; most participants spoke about having a relationship with their professors and 
other administrative staff on campus. The participants described the type of interactions 
they desired with faculty and staff in various ways.  
For example, F02 mentioned that the teacher’s demeanor makes a difference in 
how students interact in the classroom: “We look up to the teachers as our role model and 
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should not feel dumb or intimated by their demeanor.” Nonetheless, she went on to say 
that most of her teachers were “great,” especially her philosophy teacher. She said, “I 
love my philosophy teacher. He is firm, but make sure you understand the material, and 
he had a sense of humor.” According to Lillis (2011-2012), students often enter the 
postsecondary educational environment unprepared or underprepared for the rigorous 
academic environment. According to Turner and Thompson (2014), students who 
develop an interactive relationship with their instructors increase the chances of academic 
persistence.  
Most of the participants’ answers revealed that having relationship with faculty 
and staff was a factor in their perseverance. For example, M03 stated that professors 
needed to “understand that their class is not the only class students are taking,” and 
professors should get to know their students better. He also stated, “students and 
professors need to work on that. . . . and personally, everybody wants to feel 
comfortable.” M03 also mentioned that most of the professors were old and seem tired 
and sat down all of the time. He noted, “They read straight from the book or the 
PowerPoint slides.” The advancement of communication technology devices, Turner and 
Thompson (2014) posited, impacted students’ abilities to resolve conflict, think critically, 
and develop face-to-face communication skills; therefore, students may have difficulty 
meaningfully interacting with older faculty who are not technologically savvy. According 
to Turner and Thompson (2014), many millennial students expect faculty and staff to be 
readily available at all times as they have experienced this type of nurturing at home with 
their parent.  
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According to Spady (1970), the relationship between the student and professor 
can either a positive or negative outcome on the intellectual development, social 
adjustment, and student’s willingness to persevere when facing academic challenges. In 
contrast to F03 and F02, F01 indicated she personally did not have any issues with her 
professors, but observing how several of her professors responded to some of the students 
in class “was a little disappointing.” F01 further stated that “professors need to be more 
sympathetic and develop a better relationship with students when it come to their learning 
abilities.”  
Many freshmen students enter college believing that (a) they can rely upon their 
professors to be concerned about how well they are doing; (b) their professors know how 
to help them improve their reading skills; and (c) academically, college is just a transition 
from high school in regards to their teachers’ demeanor, grades, and their ability to 
handle the course load. Because of these unrealistic expectations of higher education and 
not being able to fit in, these students may end up withdrawing (Nicholson, Putwain, 
Connors, & Hornby-Atkinson, 2013).  
The classroom is just as important as the rest of the campus when it comes to 
engaging the students; Tinto (1993) proposed that the classroom was the most important 
place for a student to show involvement. Often faculty members spend more time with 
students than academic advisors or any other staff members on campus. The relationship 
that may develop between the faculty and student is important as it relates to helping the 
students fit into the campus and persist academically. F04 stated, “Faculty should pay 
close attention to students, help them make that transition whereby it can minimize their 
loneliness and isolation. Take small steps and not rush us into academics as if, we 
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supposed to already know the material.” Roberts and McNeese (2010) talked about the 
need for faculty to use their classrooms as gateways for students to increase their campus 
engagement through different activities and learning experiences.  
When the participants described the actions the University as a whole could take 
to ensure that entering freshmen complete their education and offered recommendations 
that could improve entering freshmen students’ experience at the University, the 
participants described their needs in a variety of ways. Some identified specific actions. 
Several of the participants repeated having a relationship with faculty and staff. 
Unanimously, participants were clear and agreed that the University needed to provide 
more scholarships, lock in their tuition, provide timely communication related to changes 
that impacted students’ ability to plan, and provide services that support freshmen’s 
acculturation to the campus by helping students complete their education and improve 
their experience at the University.  
Participants suggested the University could accomplish these tasks in several 
ways. For example, F01 stated, “Just find a way to make students feel we matter, and 
provide them with staff that’s willing to help you. It starts from the top down.” F02 
mentioned that the University should find a way to help needy students with their tuition 
“especially if they accept the student into the college.” M03 wanted faculty and 
administration to have discussions with freshmen and find out what they need. He also 
stated, “Take into consideration students with a silent voice.” F04 stated the University 
should track students’ progress a little better, comparing it to a parenting relationship, yet 
she stated, “They should not be breathing down their neck.” She mentioned coming from 
high school to college is so much “bigger.” In comparison, F05 mentioned,  
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Faculty and staff must seek a better way of communicating with students and be 
more approachable and connected to students’ lives. Make sure students are 
comfortable in the classroom academically and outside the classroom socially as 
it pertains to the campus activities. Students will feel much better. I did not have 
anyone at the University that I could talk with to help me with my transition and 
understand the struggle I encountered navigating this process. I did not feel 
comfortable at the University, because I did not know anyone. We need a 
community of helping and knowledgeable faculty and staff. Students should not 
have to struggle to be successful in college; that’s what the teachers and 
administration are supposed to help them with.  
M06 stated a staff or faculty member who is committed from the very first day to 
help a student succeed in obtaining his or her degree is important to a student 
perseverance. M06 also mentioned that “the University should continue to encourage the 
success coach and student relationship, and provide the Promise Coaches with the proper 
tools and training to successfully assist entering freshmen students.” F07 believed the 
University should offer additional remediation for “poor performance” students, and 
should carefully evaluate each professor’s curriculum to ensure that the workload is not 
too overwhelming. In addition to the interactions among participants, faculty, and 
administration, the social and academic barriers students encountered also contributed to 
their decision to withdraw from the University.  
Theme 2: Social and academic barriers that lead to freshmen’s withdrawal. 
During the spring and or fall semesters, the participants described spending time in class 
together, passing each other on the campus ground, sitting in the same library, eating at 
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some of the same eateries, and even seeing each other on the elevators. Thus, as posited 
by Belland, Kim, and Hannafin (2013), the social and academic elements of engagement, 
as related to self-efficacy beliefs, rest upon vicarious learning and the continuous 
comparing of one’s performance to others. According to Belland et al., (2013), these 
activities help students foster relationships with other students.  
Social challenges. Yang and Brown (2013) explained that the continuous 
comparing of one’s own performance to others is a key component in social engagement, 
which can lead to perspectives regarding both the micro and macro influences of single 
friendships or society. This section examines how entering freshmen participants 
described their experiences with social engagement during and after their time at the 
University. The interviews began with an icebreaker question, “Tell me a little about 
yourself,” to which each participant responded immediately with descriptions of his or 
her aspirations and family situation. The participants’ descriptions of themselves were 
similar in that they all wanted a better life than their parent could afford, but their reasons 
for attending college and selecting their specific major differed. Overall, most of the 
participants said they lived in a one-parent household, their parent was not involved in 
helping them financially or morally in their decision to attend college, and they wanted to 
help their parent support their siblings or to provide a better life for their parent.  
The participants spoke about themselves at length, and the atmosphere became 
more relaxed, providing an opportunity for the participants to share their stories. In fact, 
in some cases, I politely informed the participants we had to move along. There were 
moments during this question that I had to remind the participants that we needed to get 
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through the interview and that they would have an opportunity to add or revise any 
information during the second interview.  
All except two of the seven participants lived in one-parent households. For 
instance, F01 stated her family consisted of herself, her mother, and her grandfather, but 
she and her mom did not speak with the grandfather. She also mentioned that she was 
happy to be in college, being away from home, hanging out, and just lounging around: “I 
love the feeling of being able to make my own decision.” M03 mentioned that it was just 
him, his younger brother, and mom, and his dad was not a major contributor to the 
family. F05 was a participant who lived with her child; however, her mother and father 
never lived together, and she and her child’s father were no longer in a relationship.  
A certain significant insight into the social dynamics of engagement and its 
relation to self-efficacy was evident when participants described the most difficult 
adjustment they had to make during their enrollment at the University. Each participant 
specified the direct impact that hindered him or her from persisting and continuing their 
study. Their answers ranged from being the oldest in the classroom, self-efficacy of 
comparing one’s age to the younger students in the class, being unprepared academically 
and socially, the length of time it took to travel to the school, comparing their knowledge 
base to other students in the classroom, not knowing any of the students in their classes or 
at the university, fitting in, and not having a support system within the University to help 
with the transition.  
For example, F05 described the difficulties she experienced as follows: 
It might sound a little slow, but fitting in. My age, thinking I would be able to 
adjust and grasp the things being taught to me, and literally struggling with the 
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subject. Simply because I had not made any friends, and was embarrassed to seek 
help, so I failed the subject. I feel like personally I should have dropped the class 
earlier.  
Still, F05’s personal account was based on her perceptions of how the other students 
around her appeared to be able to relate to the subject and teacher. She compared herself 
to others as she struggled with the learning and was embarrassed to seek assistance. F01 
recounted her time at the University and how it impacted her performance socially and 
academically:  
Coming to [University] every day was hard. The commute of getting up 7:00 a.m. 
in the morning and trying to make it to a 9:30 a.m. class. Sometime I had to walk 
into the classroom late or miss the entire class. Most of the time I missed the bus. 
By not knowing anyone in the class to share their notes, I was behind in the class. 
Everything is different. Everyone is on their own. In high school, we were treated 
differently, and the teachers showed a lot more concern about you. Here it is laid 
out. Life gives you curve balls and if you cannot handle it, it is your problem.  
The common social elements that affected most of the participants included 
insufficient moral and financial support from family, parents not having enough 
knowledge about the college process, high cost of college, the University administration 
and faculty’s limited involvement in the students’ transition to the campus, unfamiliarity 
with learning communities, and the lack of student life activities for freshmen. The 
participants talked about their specific needs in detail rather than providing a simple 
answer. According to Sandoval-Lucero et al. (2014), students perform better in college 
when family members are willing to help financially, take on more household 
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responsibility, and provide moral support and encouragement. The participants’ answers 
varied and they were specific and detailed.  
For example, F02 mentioned that while her mom supported her education, she 
was not willing to take out loans to help with the educational expenses. Conversely, F01 
stated, “Mom did not have good credit to borrow the parent PLUS loan, and I had to ask 
my friend to co-sign my private loan.” F04, a dependent student, indicated that because  
my mother was unwilling to borrow a loan on my behalf, and I could only borrow 
a set amount of loan as a dependent student, I had to get a co-signer for my 
Private Loan to help her pay for the tuition. 
F04 further shared, “I helped my mother get her GED and a job at my place of 
employment.”  
F04’s response further demonstrated the social need of freshmen students when 
she mentioned, “Not every freshman is aware of the Leaning Community where people 
gather to meet and greet.” He mentioned that type of setting might help students meet 
new students and develop relationships with peers and mentors. M03 said, “Socially 
students feel alone. I long for meeting a friend. Maybe a freshmen club to connect 
freshmen could make the transition a little less stressful.”  
When participants shared how they would describe the culture of the University, 
their answers ranged from giving an example of their community to just making a general 
statement about what they encountered at the University. For example, F04 stated, “The 
culture is very diversified. You see a lot of different people on campus, Haitians, African 
Americans, Russians, Caribbean, Jewish, Chinese, Muslims. It is like all different colors 
hanging out together, a melting pot.” Similarly, M03 came from a very diverse 
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neighborhood, and he stated, “The school reminds me a lot of my neighborhood. I like it, 
very diverse, and I like the environment. A lot of different people to learn from.” 
Conversely, F02’s statement was brief, and the participant described the culture at the 
school as “welcoming.”  
According to Tovar (2015), college life extends beyond the classroom. A huge 
part of a college experience that makes it worthwhile and successful also happens outside 
the classroom, on campus, or other venues that include students, peers, staff, and faculty. 
F05 said since she works in a healthcare environment, she is exposed to people of all 
races, and she shared, “I see the same type of environment on this campus.” F07 
indicated the University is very diverse and everyone seems to enjoy the experience of 
living in a “big city.” She smiled and said, “It is the urban culture of the University that 
makes it appealing, and my mother believes I can earn a good education.”  
According to Sommerfeld and Bowen (2013), Sandoval-Lucero et al. (2014), and 
Wilkins (2014), determinants of students’ success in college include college assimilation, 
participation during high school, college programs geared toward college transition, and 
family support. As students begin college life, a very new lifestyle for them, they have 
many new experiences, including rooming with a stranger, leaving old friends behind, 
and having to start over again as a freshman. It is understandable that they would feel 
isolated. According to Wilkins (2014), along with college social capital and positive 
academic relationships, students are more likely to be educationally successful with 
family support. F07 indicated her parents fully supported and encouraged her to attend, 
but only with the understanding that she would follow in her mother’s career. M03 
indicated his single parent supported his attendance with the hope of him helping the 
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family. Four of the seven participants indicated they were seeking the education without 
the support of their parent.  
According to Turner and Thompson (2014), first-year students often face 
personal, family, academic, and social transitional adjustment issues, and any negative or 
unpleasant experience can either lead to the student withdrawing or transferring before 
the next semester. When the participants answered the follow-up question of what 
additional factors they believed led up to their withdrawal, the general consensus was that 
the strike of the faculty hindered their ability to connect with their professors and others 
at the University. Some of the participants spoke in general, but most were clear that the 
strike was a major factor in their ability to focus on their studies. The participants all 
agreed their learning was diminished by having the administrators as substitute teachers. 
M06 stated, “The whole walk out had me feeling indifferent; it was my first experience. 
The strike was a major distraction and impacted my learning.” M03 stated, 
In the beginning, the whole walk out. It had me disappointed. Every class I went 
to, we had a sub. It was a kind of waste. I was relaxing, while I still had to pay for 
school. My first impression was one that was terrible and disappointing. It kind of 
felt like wow, you know. All my friends at other colleges was learning, while I 
was relaxing. Having substitute teachers in class that was trying to teach the 
subject. It sucks that it had to happen. We really didn’t understand half of the time 
the reason for the strike. You have someone in front of the class trying to teach 
you something that they really don’t know. What our bio substitute was trying to 




F05 also stated the strike was “very distracted” and students were the one 
impacted and no real consideration was given by the University of the “amount of money 
we pay.” F01, F05, M06, and F07 mentioned that while the substitute administrators were 
nice, they were not academically prepared to teach the subjects. M06 said he used the 
strike as a way to “hang out on campus, because many times no one showed up to the 
classroom to teach.” He continued, “Someone came around taking attendance, and they 
left.” Overall, the teacher strike disrupted the participants’ learning and prevented their 
achieving full benefits from their classes.  
Most students perceive college as a way to acquire job-specific skills and 
credentials (Finch, Peacock, Levallet, & Foster, 2016). With the increasing numbers of 
students entering college and colleges pushing to increase retention and graduation rates, 
understanding the needs of entering freshmen students is more important than ever 
(Gibbons & Woodside, 2014). Feeling comfortable in a new environment and making 
new friends with administrators, faculty, and classmates are important because of the 
support they need socially and academically. Family background variables such as parent 
education level, career attainment, and, socioeconomic status of the family directly affect 
career expectations and outcomes (Gibbons & Woodside, 2014; Sandoval-Lucero et al., 
2014).  
When participants answered questions about how the institutional culture 
promoted or enabled entering freshmen students’ connection to the University’s 
environment, their answers were abstract. All of the participants spoke generally about 
the multicultural campus. F01, F02, M03, and F05 stated they were happy someone 
recognized the struggle entering freshman students encounter while transitioning from 
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high school. Several of the participants’ answers did not address the question, and even 
following probing and requests to expand on how the institutional culture connected 
freshmen to the University, F01 and F02 mentioned they really did not know and would 
have to think about it.  
Academic challenges. Many entering freshmen students are simply unprepared to 
handle differences they find between college and high school (Holmegaard, Madsen, & 
Ulriksen, 2013). First-year students often encounter a challenge to adopt a systematic 
approach to studying, taking exams, and keeping up with reading assignments (Terrion & 
Daoust, 2011, 2012). According to Hirsch (2013), the personal and academic transition to 
college is a great one, and even high-ability students do not always automatically make 
the transition smoothly. Hirsch (2013) further contended that the “causes of their 
academic difficulties are based not so much on lack of preparation, but rather in any 
number of other educational, social, and psychological factors which influence academic 
performance” (p. 5). In high school, teachers keep a watchful eye on students’ progress 
and will contact the student or guardian if students fall behind; such attention may not be 
forthcoming in college settings.  
In college, while the professor may well be aware of the students’ progress or lack 
of it, most expect their students to initiate the discussions about any help they need or 
seek help from someone else on campus on their own (Warren, 2013). According to 
Turner and Thompson (2014), “an attempt by students to transition from high school to a 
college environment can be a challenging process” (p. 95). Participants supported this 
conception; for example, when F03 said when he was in high school, he knew everyone, 
and he was the “big fish in the river.” However, coming into college, “the river is bigger 
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with bigger fishes, seniors, juniors,” who have the attention of the college. One of the 
participants indicated that he did not feel he was ready for college: “I was not prepared 
for the transition of leaving an environment of caring high school teachers” (M03). The 
other participants mentioned they thought they were ready academically, financially, and 
emotionally. However, financially they could not afford the college, and thus could not 
utilize most of the services on campus.  
When participants described the actions they thought the University could take to 
minimize entering freshmen students’ attrition, the recommendations varied from 
participant to participant and included simple and extensive discordant answers. This 
question also generated conversations that required me to remind the participants of our 
time constraints and remind them they would have the opportunity to review the 
summary and provide any additional information during the second interview. In general, 
participants mentioned that the University needed to assess the barriers (financial, 
academic, social, motivational) that impeded freshmen’s success and determine how 
knowledgeable students were about the resources the University offered from 
matriculation to graduation. Suggestions included developing first-year programs with a 
focus on building relationships among staff, faculty, and new students.  
In addition, the participants believed that academic and financial aid advising 
should be more personal and individualized based on students’ need and availability. The 
majority of the participants spoke about a freshmen curriculum tailored to freshmen 
students’ acculturation, a locked-in tuition, and activities that connect entering students 
with peers and staff. Nonetheless, suggestions as a whole focused on a sense of 
belonging. For example, F04 stated,  
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Get to know students better. We need that parent figure. When you are away in 
college, it’s like no one cares. Our parents are not here. At least in high school, 
the teachers are following up on you. So having that same mentoring is important 
the first and second year.  
M03 suggested the University should “build curriculums and students’ activities 
that incorporate freshmen and design first-year student programs to keep freshmen 
connected with each other. Help them feel like they matter.” F05 wanted faculty and staff 
to communicate information in a timely and effective manner especially when it came to 
tuition, fees, and documents needed for financial aid or where the classes were being held 
or had been moved. F05 continued, “Faculty and staff should be more like a community 
of help and not provide bits and pieces of information.” Previous researchers also 
indicated the need for long-standing interactions. According to Roberts and Styron 
(2009), one or two meetings between students and faculty does not foster a successful 
advisement relation. Stephens, Hamedani, and Destin (2014) explained that students who 
experience less exposure to the college-going culture experience more difficulty 
integrating into the college setting, both socially and academically; thus, entering 
freshmen are more likely to struggle to find their place and may feel left out.  
According to Monaco and Marti (as cited by Turner & Thompson, 2014), many 
entering freshmen students lack the critical intellectual skills required to demonstrate 
inductive and deductive thinking; thus, they are unable to create a structure that works 
well for them. Students feel apprehensive in the educational atmosphere because of their 
unrealistic expectations of personal academic performance (Turner & Thompson, 2014). 
Students may come from a different cultural background and also may have different 
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levels of college preparation than their classroom peers (Turner & Thompson, 2014). 
Thus, limited interactions among students, peers, faculty, and administrators  create a gap 
in interests, experiences, and resources, and the differences add to students’ low levels of 
academic self-esteem and ability in adjusting to the college setting (Turner & Thompson, 
2014). However, academic and social engagement intensifies students’ perceptions of 
belonging and has a lasting impact on the probability of degree completion (Tovar, 
2015).  
When the participants described what the University could do to help students be 
more successful, many of the participants mentioned challenges with achieving their 
goals. Several of the participants mentioned that their challenges arose from motivations 
and attitudes that undermined their ability to excel, including financial obstacles, 
indecision about career choice, and lack of social engagement with peers. Unanimously, 
participants agreed that the University should shape entering student orientation programs 
to meet the needs and motivations of freshmen students. When asked to name something 
specific, most participants mentioned that the University should not wait for the semester 
to begin to get students involved with the campus.  
In general, most of the participants mentioned that targeted student success 
programs and planned student interventions could circumvent any roadblocks to 
graduating. The participants also mentioned unequivocally that the University should 
create an informal freshmen gathering for students to attend before and during the 
semester to meet new friends and learn about clubs and organizations on campus. For 
example, F05 mentioned, “It is hard to make new friends with strangers,” and she 
indicated she would feel more comfortable in the environment if she had someone she 
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could engage with on and off campus. M06 stated that he was interested in the activities 
on campus and would have loved to get to know the University’s staff, because the few 
people he had any encountered were friendly. F01 responded, “Be honest with students 
upfront, and be more explicit in communicating the true tuition.” The participants 
indicated they wanted engaged, informative, and caring faculty and staff interactions, and 
having faced unanticipated social and academic barriers, they faced additional challenges 
because of the inadequate student support services at the University.  
Theme 3: The need for improved student service support. The participants 
indicated the need for improved student services. Based on over 25 years of research, 
Astin (1993) established that students who were involved on campus, participated in 
campus clubs and organizations, lived on campus, worked on campus, and had more 
frequent interactions with faculty and others on campus were more likely to graduate 
from college than students who were not involved. Still, when asked to describe the 
student services at the University that appealed to them, most of the participants were 
unfamiliar with the services the University provided, and some of the participants 
mentioned they were too busy working or caring for a child or sibling to access the 
services.  
F01 mentioned he had seen on the University’s website a link for students to 
follow and ask questions. F04 responded, “Hmm, well the Promise Coach was helpful to 
a certain extent. But I really did not have much interaction with anyone on campus.” M03 
indicated, “I missed the try-out for the basketball team” because he had not seen any 
information on campus about the event. While F07 said she was interested in the Delta 
Sigma Theta Soriety and student government but had never pursued her interest. 
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Basically, only two of the seven participants (F07 and F02) had met with their Promise 
Coach more than once. Five of the participants only knew of their Promise Coach 
because they initially had to meet with him or her to register for their courses and 
academic monitoring alert. M03 said, “Promise Program looks like it could really help 
students, if the coaches try harder in connecting with the students.”  
Three or more of the participants indicated that they were selective about the 
people they selected as friends or study mates in school. According to Tucker (2014), 
instituting peer-to-peer programs helps students integrate academically and socially into 
college. The participants were not a part of any formal study group. F01 said that in her 
group of acquaintances, everyone was “kind of standoffish” and reluctant to create a 
study group to meet. F02 indicated, “I was not a part of a study group, many of the 
students in my classes “were too immature” and were more interested in “hanging out,” 
and M03 explained, “I just want to graduate and help my mother take care of my 
siblings.”  
F05 did not associate with her classmates, but in regards to her personal life, she 
shared, “I am the oldest in the class, and since I attend in the evening, I don’t have time to 
hang around, because I have to get home to my daughter.” M06 claimed that participating 
in a study group did not work for him because he was too shy, and most of his classmates 
kept to themselves. When asked about her participation in study group, F07 stated she did 
not belong to any study group since she was able to do her work on her own, and she was 
not “the type of person that open up to people easily.”  
When the participants were asked about utilizing the student services on campus, 
such as the tutoring center, most of their encounters were nominal, and they spoke about 
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their external support first. Several of the participants were clear that they did not have 
any interactions with campus staff to employ the support service. Participants talked 
about support systems in their personal lives that contributed to their persistence. The 
external support systems included church, employers, relatives, friends, and companions. 
Overall, participating in some sort of social engagement activity with peers is a factor in 
students’ persistence (Tovar, 2015), and external factors may impact students’ decisions 
to continue their education and graduate from college. F01 stated, “There was no specific 
services on the campus that was appealing, but I did receive additional financial aid 
assistance from Enrollment Services.” In regard to the tutoring center staff, several 
participants mentioned the staff were not helpful. In addition, F02 stated that “the center 
was not opened at the time I attended school.” M03 indicated that “most of the people in 
the tutoring center were students, and many times they were not able to provide any 
useful help.” Rather than seeking support services, F04 shared, “In class, I usually try to 
sit with the students who appeared to be smart as me.” 
Participants also described their familiarity with the students’ clubs on campus. 
While they offered various descriptive answers, the majority of the participants were 
unfamiliar with the campus life activities. Many of the participants were not aware of the 
activities, due to their own personal social and economic responsibilities, and having not 
been exposed to the clubs through any means by the University. Participants offered a 
combination of simple and protracted statements. For example, F01 stated he “did not 
have time to invest in the club.” F02 stated she “had very little interactions with the clubs 
on campus.” She saw flyers in the hallway, but because she worked, she could not get 
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involved. M03 mentioned, “I wanted to play baseball, but could not find the time when 
they were having try outs, and none of the other clubs interested me, because I was new.”  
None of the seven participants were actively engaged even in the informal events 
on campus. Several participants worked, so they spent very little social time on campus. 
F04 stated she “lived too far to hang around the campus” and was not that familiar with 
the clubs. She mentioned that most of the time, when she heard about the clubs’ events, it 
was after the fact. Similarly, F05 heard about the clubs but was not very familiar with 
them. M06 and F07 both mentioned that they were overwhelmed with the workload and 
preferred to focus on their studies and not engage in social activities. M06 also mentioned 
that he was “not too familiar, first term of freshmen year. I was just learning how to find 
areas of interest.” 
The inclusion of a peer, according to Lucas (2012), facilitates the transfer of 
institutional knowledge concerning the campus social and academic environments. This 
process is somewhat comparable with acculturation, wherein students transition from 
different geographical regions, bringing different views, attitudes, and ethics to the 
University. Ultimately, participation in first-year success courses or learning 
communities could help students understand the institution, learn essential skills, and 
socially integrate (Perry, 2017; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Also, academic advising is 
related to student retention (Swecker et al., 2013).  
Regardless of the challenges that led to the participants’ withdrawal, the lack of 
support service they had anticipated, or the social and academic barriers they 
experienced, the participants expressed most fervently their need to feel they mattered 
and were just not another body. The lack of a sense of belonging was a huge problem, 
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morally and ethically, and a prominent theme that derived from the guiding research 
question, What changes can be made to reduce entering freshmen attrition that could add 
to the University’s existing practices in place, which could potentially be adopted by 
other higher education institutions? 
Theme 4: A sense of belonging. According to Roberts and Styron (as cited in 
Turner & Thompson, 2014), involving students in campus social activities can make their 
transition into the college environment more meaningful and inviting. Social events 
appear to build a social connectedness that nurtures a sense of belonging to the institution 
and group (Tovar, 2015). When the participants answered questions about a time they felt 
connected to the campus, most of the participants mentioned that they had at least one 
experience; however, they did not have many of those encounters due to their short 
enrollment. Several of the participants spoke in detail about their encounter with either a 
faculty member or enrollment coach. However, in response to follow-up questions about 
making friends with other students on campus, none of the participants reported being 
befriended by another student on campus.  
The answer to the interview questions varied from participant to participant, 
especially when differentiating their relationships with faculty, staff, and their peers. F07 
mentioned she felt connected when she attended homecoming. F02 stated she felt her 
connection through her philosophy class: “I felt like my professor cared about me. Most 
of my teachers were great.” Similarly, F05, being an older student, felt a sense of 
usefulness when her professor invited a guest speaker to the class, and F05s was able to 
connect with the professor and guest speaker when she was allowed to present her 
classmates with paid internship applications at her job.  
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In describing encounters with staff members, the majority of the participants 
mentioned that having a Promise Coach seemed like a great idea. M06 indicated, “It just 
seems they have a lot of things to do and no time to really get to know who you are.” 
According to Kot (2014), academic advising has transformed over the years and has an 
effect on students’ success. F01 shared that she knew a lady in the Enrollment Services 
office who advised her on dropping one of the classes, because chemistry and biology 
required a lot of work. Thus, she went from being enrolled from 18 credits to 15 credits. 
F01 asked, “How can a science student know the demand of a course, who have never 
been to college before?” Similarly, M03 said, “I was just told what classes to enroll in 
and I went to class.” 
The probability of students’ persistence and retention, according to Dowd, Pak, 
and Bensimon (2013), is contingent upon students’ participation in select support 
programs, which provide students with the social capital for them to persist. A merging of 
students’ social and academic interactions (Dowd, et al. 2014) may contribute to 
increasing their sense of belonging on campus. According to Goldman and Goodboy 
(2014), making students feel better contributes to their sense of belonging. 
Administrators and faculty may also add to college students’ success by providing both 
psychological and instrumental support [Chang, 2005; Tovar (as cited by Barnett, 2010); 
Zalaquett & Lopez, 2006]. Thus, developing a sense of belonging to the institution is 
critical to entering freshmen students’ success (Astin, 1993; Hausmann et al., 2007; 
Morrow & Ackermann, 2012; O’Keeffe, 2013; Tinto, 1999, 2006). According to Roberts 
and Styron (2009), students establish a level of connection when they become 
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psychologically at ease or adjusted to their new setting in a condition known as 
“psychological comfort” (p. 3). 
When students described how withdrawing from the university impacted their 
lives, overall, most of the participants were forthcoming in mentioning that their life had 
been negatively impacted due to not being able to continue their education. Some of the 
participants mentioned that not being able to return to school the following semester 
altered their plan of completing their education within a projected timeframe. They 
described the unanticipated need to get a job to help pay off their outstanding tuition or to 
contribute to the household income. Therefore, working and not attending school just did 
not feel right when they should have been in school. One of the seven participants 
mentioned that her life had not been negatively impacted by withdrawing from the 
university and did not provide any further explanation.  
The participants who mentioned their lives had been impacted by their withdrawal 
from the university provided detailed, expressive answers. For example, F05 smiled and 
said,  
Well, I felt like something was missing. I had gotten used to at least going to 
school and checking my e-mail for homework. I felt like I needed to find a way to 
pay off my tuition balance and get back into school. 
F04 indicated that she felt she was missing out on something by not being in school, yet 
she knew that life events like leaving school do happen. The participant went on to say, “I 
incurred an unexpected bill that my parents are struggling to pay off, so I can get a 
transcript for my new school.” F01 recognized the importance of pursuing a degree when 
she stated,  
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Jobs are really hard to find. I am staying out a semester, so I am a little behind of 
where I anticipated on graduating in 2020. But I probably will finish. I am not one 
of the first people in my family to go to college. But I will be the first to finish. I 
will attend a community college. I will definitely be somewhere. I do feel 
disappointed.  
In contrast, F07 was optimistic about her withdrawal and stated, “My life hasn’t 
been negatively impacted. I would have liked to have continued my education at the 
institution, and will try to pursue later.” When participants were asked if there had been 
anything they could have done to resolve the issues they encountered, the provided 
similar answers. Most of the participants were straightforward and stated that they did not 
exactly know what they could have done to resolve the issues that led to their withdrawal 
until after the fact. Some of the participants provided lengthy statements.  
The participants’ answers involved finding out the cost of the tuition, knowing 
more about the financial aid process, focusing more on education, and not being caught 
up in the social distractions. For example, F01 stated she did not know, “but I wish I 
could be like other students. Because trust me I know it will take me years to finish my 
doctor degree.” Consequently, F01 stated she was unsure as she looked back at the 
situation: “Could I have fixed it? I really don’t know.” F02 mentioned that if she had 
been informed early in the process on the alternative ways of covering her account 
balance, “I would have been able to cover my balance and register for the next term. I 
guess be on top of my finances.” M03 answered, “Yes, focus more on my education, and 
not allow my outside life to distract me.” He continued, “I did not realize how much 
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money my mother had to pay out of her pocket and how it hurt her that I am not in 
school.”  
F05, an older learner, mentioned that if she had asked earlier about additional 
financial assistance, “it would be a little easier, and I would have been able to continue, 
instead of withdrawing.” The problem she had was not being able to secure her state 
grant, even with the assistance of her Promise Coach. F07 mentioned that the college 
environment is more independent, and “you have to pace yourself and have a plan on 
how to manage your own time and study.” When the participants indicated whether they 
had any thoughts of returning to the University or continuing their education at a different 
school, their answers were unanimous that they were planning on continuing their 
education, whether it was at the University or another institution.  
The majority of the participants had taken steps to move forward by obtaining 
their transcripts to transfer to another school, several were working to resolve the 
financial aid holds on their accounts so they could return to the University, and one was 
already registered at another school. F05 represented participants’ steps to move forward 
when she said, “It is my intention to return to the University.” She explained the location 
is convenient between work and home, and “I see myself as an alumnus.” F04, however, 
stated that she was planning on attending another university and “that is why I am trying 
to pay off the bill and get my transcript to send to my new school.” M03 simply replied, 
“I realize I need a college degree because life is way too hard for a high school diploma 
only and a part-time job.” F02 described plans to return to school at a much later time: “I 
plan on returning fall 2018. I am getting a really good job that will contribute to my 
educational expense.” Likewise, F01 also planned to return to college, indicating she is 
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not the first in her family to attend college but she “will be the first to earn a degree.” She 
also mentioned that she would stay out a semester and return to a community college. She 
said, “I feel disappointed,” for not attending and having to delay her study.  
Answers to the Guiding Questions 
The one-on-one interviews allowed the participants to provide data, which after 
being transcribed and coded, resulted in four themes. Based on data from the four themes 
mentioned above, information emerged to address the four guiding questions for this 
research. What follows below is a summary of the findings pertaining to each of the four 
guiding questions. Also, the data relating to the second guiding question were used to 
recommend an administrative training to aid in the development of programs to attract 
and retain entering freshmen students. 
Question 1. The first question was What causes entering freshmen students in the 
Promise Program to withdraw from the University during their first year of enrollment? 
Many entering freshmen students are simply unaware of and unprepared for the 
challenges that await them as they attempt to attain their educational goals (Aljohani, 
2016; Bean, 1980; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Pluut, Curseu, 
& IIies 2015; Tinto, 1993). Students are academically and socially impacted in various 
ways. During this study, it became evident that for some of the participants, a variety of 
academic and social issues, as well as factors outside the University’s control, presented 
as challenges for students to continue their education. Thus, the University had little to no 
impact on improving students’ persistence.  
Participants reported a variety of issues that contributed to their attrition. The 
issues stemmed from students’ expected relationships with faculty or staff, which never 
107 
 
materialized. Students’ dissatisfaction with teaching quality, organizational adjustment, 
inability to integrate into the University, career choices, and the process of becoming 
more independent in their personal lives impacted their choices. Students also indicated 
their ability to manage school work and fit into the academic environment as major 
contributing factors to their ability to fully assimilate and feel connected to the campus. 
Students’ measuring their learning skills against their classmates’ learning skills was 
another critical factor in their decisions to withdraw.  
This findings of this research study aligned with previous indications that entering 
freshmen student retention has been a long standing concern for colleges and universities 
(Meyer & Marx, 2014). Students’ withdrawal has been a concern since the induction of 
performance indicators. Researchers are still trying to identify the common denominator 
that negatively impacts entering freshmen’s persistence to succeed in their studies.  
The findings of this study also aligned with previous findings regarding the 
prevalent factors in higher education that lead to entering freshmen students’ 
withdrawals. For example, Brunner, Wallace, Reymann, Sellers, and McCabe (2014); 
Reilly (2014); and Hovdhaugen (2015) mentioned that entering freshmen students’ 
commonly report the need for validation, recognition, and respect. During the interviews, 
participants clearly indicated that each participant’s reasons for withdrawing varied 
across the spectrum. Students mentioned they experienced homesickness, loneliness, 
depression, isolation, and not feeling smart enough to pass some of their courses. When 
they did not feel connected several weeks into the semester, withdrawal from school 
resulted from lack of inclusivity.  
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According to Shuman (2014) and Pruitt and Absher (2015), students’ reasons for 
withdrawing are multiplicities, and many students may start college with a strong 
ambition to graduate, but many face barriers to achieving their aspirations. Research by 
Cattarall et al. (2014), Higgerson and Buckley (1983), Noel (1978), and Terenzini et al. 
(1996) suggested that students do not always express their real reasons for leaving an 
institution, and no one negative encounter causes a student to withdraw. Many entering 
freshmen are uncertain about the pathways to college (Choy, Horn, Nunez, & Chen, 
2000; Smith & Zhang, 2010). Also, many students have few resources to help them meet 
commitments and demands, and some students have limited access to resources, receive 
little encouragement from their families, and have fewer positive educational experiences 
(Collier & Morgan, 2008; Pruitt & Absher, 2015; Thomas, 2014).  
Participants offered a range of reasons for withdrawing, ranging from the faculty 
strike to having too much work with not enough time to study and complete the 
assignments. They also provided more personal answers, such as not being ready for 
college, using the University as a place holder for one term, and experiencing minimal 
family support. The participants seemed positive about being able to contribute to the 
study, but they also seemed a little unsure about the relevance of their experiences and 
the value this information would be to the University.  
Question 2. The second question was What can the University do to improve the 
educational and support services that it provides to its students? Students expect to feel 
valued; to receive welcoming, reflective, supportive, and autonomous academic 
leadership; and to perceive that consideration and insight has been applied to meeting 
their needs (Herbert, Baize, & Latz, 2018; Latz, 2017). While the students’ answers to 
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what the University could do to improve its educational and support services varied, 
findings in this study aligned with those from past researchers (e.g., Delaney, 2008; 
Nilson, 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), who reported that both formal and informal 
interactions with faculty positively impacted students’ experience at the institution and 
improved the adjustment levels of university students. Findings indicated the University 
needs to assure that the strongest teachers instruct in critical introductory courses, 
especially in the areas in which students experienced the most difficulty.  
In response to this question, each participant provided reasons that were relatively 
similar, including offer a forum for freshmen students to meet their peers, lock in tuition, 
offer more scholarships, employ caring staff and faculty, and provide more flexible class 
schedules that meet students’ needs. According to Armstrong and Hamilton (2013), Lee 
and Kramer (2013), and Lehmann (2014), the usual cultural that determines campus life 
intensifies class differences, and social class shapes the behavior of college students. 
Students from similar class backgrounds share financial, cultural, and social resources, as 
well as lived experiences, which shape their college orientation and the agenda they can 
readily pursue (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013). However, participants also suggested 
different measures related to their individual needs, such as developing a first-year 
freshmen curriculum to acclimate entering students to their new environment, allotting 
more time for academic advisors to really advise students, providing knowledgeable 
tutors, assigning fewer students to each Promise and success coach, employing 
Enrollment Coaches who are personable and receptive, providing clubs hours for evening 
students, providing less expensive residence, and paying more attention to the freshmen 
in their first year.  
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Many entering freshmen students are basically unaware of the expectations and 
stresses of the transition from high school into higher education (Holmegaard, 2013). One 
option would be for the University to focus more on establishing learning communities 
that enable freshmen students to progress as a cohort with the anticipation of fostering a 
student peer relationship. These communities would accommodate collaborative efforts 
to increase student success with more focus on informing students before they begin 
classes about the academic resources and support available on campus, financial aid, and 
curriculum advising. The University could provide more quality time for career 
mentoring by faculty, Promise Coaches, and Enrollment Services Coaches and improve 
students’ awareness of and access to internal and external student activities.  
Participants implied the University should continue to focus on providing 
personal attention and low faculty/staff-to-student ratio. Participants could benefit from a 
better financial aid package that encompasses institutional scholarships, grants, work 
programs on and off-campus, fewer loans, and a locked-in tuition for the four years until 
graduation. Relationships and a sense of security were also at the forefront of students’ 
needs. Participants expressed congruent opinions during the interview process, such as 
that the University should require more involvement from administrators with entering 
student transition. Educational transitions are unavoidable from elementary school to 
college and on into the workforce or a post-secondary education (Holmegaard, 2013). 
Researchers have established that ignoring the importance of developing social 
relationships will negatively affect the development and subsequent building of learning 
communities (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Fowler & Mayes, 1999; Kreijns, Kirschner, & 
Jochems, 2002; Laing & Laing; 2015; Rouke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999; 
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Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976; Thomas, 2014; Tinto, 1975, 1987; 1997; 2000;) and 
that social presence creates a learning environment that students perceive as warm, 
collegial, and approachable, rendering group interactions appealing, engaging, and 
intrinsically rewarding.  
 Question 3. The third question was What are the barriers that entering freshmen 
students experience that lead to their withdrawal from their respective programs? Many 
entering freshmen students are simply unprepared to handle the differences they find 
between college and high school (Holmegaard et al., 2013). Students may be 
psychologically, socially, and financially unprepared for college. During this study, it 
became clear that for some of the participants, a variety of personal issues and factors 
outside the University (and over which the University could have little or no impact) 
challenged their ability to stay in school. Among these factors were health issues, 
changing employment or hours of employment; loss of job or parent’s loss of job; 
excessive financial hardship; childcare issues; excessively long commute; wanting to be 
closer to home, friends, family; or the need to get further away from home.  
Connectedness to the University was another major contributing factor to a 
student’s sense of belonging, which was critical to retention. This sense of connectedness 
may occur on several levels, including with classmates, individual faculty or staff, 
administrators, enrollment and success coaches, advisors, or in clubs and other student 
organizations and activities. According to O’Keeffe (2013) and Sun, Hagedorn, and 
Zhang (2016), a student’s sense of belonging within the higher education environment 
can be indescribable. When the participants were asked about peers, every one seem 
reserved in making friends, and this reticence may have contributed to their isolation. 
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While several of the participants had a tendency to gravitate towards students enrolled in 
the same major, not one ever mentioned meeting someone who became their friend.  
Question 4. The fourth question was What changes can be made to reduce 
entering freshmen attrition that could add to the University’s existing practices in place, 
which could potentially be adopted by other higher education institutions? Faculty 
members, administrators, advisors, success and enrollment coaches, secretarial staff, and 
all other personnel on campus have the potential to build relationships with entering 
students in meaningful ways, thereby contributing to their retention. Researchers (e.g., 
Braskamp, Trautvetter, & Ward, 2008, 2016; Donahoo, 2008; Holland, 2015; Kuh, 2007; 
Pope, 2006) explained that to holistically educate and promote student development, 
everyone from faculty, student affairs, coaches, and other professionals must be involved.  
Findings suggested the University could enhance its existing mentoring 
relationship by engaging all the coaches, advisors, and other administrative staff in 
academic and social frameworks with a focus on allowing students access to institutional 
support and resources. The University could also communicate available on-campus 
resources to entering students and their families earlier in the acceptance stage and 
provide more new student orientation workshops.  
Further, the University administrators should emphasize developing and 
expanding their roles. The role of each club and student organization, mentors, and 
advisors should be revised to incorporate training in an effort to improve work with 
entering freshmen to build students’ leadership skills, and encourage active student 
participation in various activities. The freshmen students could be trained to provide the 
same mentorship to the next class of incoming freshmen students as ambassadors 
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completing an internship or community service, thereby building a sense of integration 
and belonging for all students. Also, given the lack of communication about campus 
activities, the office responsible for student life and leadership development should 
promote campus events in a timely and enthusiastic manner, so that students can 
efficiently see and plan for what is happening on campus.  
Overall, the students who participated even minimally in social engagement 
activity with peers were considered to be a contributing factor in students’ feeling 
connected. When students leave because they feel they have not received high-quality 
service for their tuition dollars or because the University has not offered them a choice of 
viable career possibilities or treated them with respect and care, the University must 
honestly question its position on whose fault it is and what can the University do 
differently. 
Conclusion 
A qualitative case study was conducted to investigate why first-time entering 
freshmen students withdrew from the University in their first year of study. I employed 
purposeful sampling to identify seven participants and collected data through 
semistructured interviews. After transcription and analysis of data, four themes emerged: 
(a) faculty and staff interactions, (b) student service support, (c) social and academic 
challenges, and (d) a sense of belonging. The data indicated that the most impactful factor 
in entering freshmen students’ progression in their first year is a sense of belonging. A 
variety of factors, including interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships, feelings of 
support and belonging, and lack of communication from the University influenced 
students’ sense of belonging. The lack of a sense of belonging permeated the students’ 
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entire educational experience and resulted in behaviors that led to their withdrawal from 
the University.  
Because the data revealed that students’ interactions with faculty and staff were 
impacted by numerous factors, a number of projects may be considered to address the 
problem at the case study site. One proposal is development of a position paper that 
would provide recommendations for policies and practices to promote an all-inclusive 
structure for the faculty and administration. These recommendations might include the 
following: begin acclimating the students into the University before they leave high 
school, connect entering freshmen students with one another by incorporating activities 
prior to the start of the semester, focus on building a better relationship between students 
and administrators, augment the recruitment and onboarding processes by using more up-
to-date technology (Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, Periscope) for communicating and 
improving students’ written and verbal interactions between the students, staff, and 
administrators. Another option is to revise the First Year Experience course, which 
centers around students and administrators helping students succeed. Each of the above-
mentioned projects would positively impact significant numbers of students. However, a 
third option, an administrative training program, based on input from the participants, 
was determined to be the most effective approach to provide entering freshmen students 
with a sense of belonging.  
The findings indicated participants highly valued even their few experiences with 
administration and faculty. Administrators exerted significant influence on students, both 
positively and negatively. Administrators were the most helpful resource for participants 
when they felt no one was listening or understanding their dilemma. Moreover, nearly all 
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of the participants mentioned the administrators as a whole, or a particular administrator 
or staff member who helped them to feel someone cared for and supported them. Some of 
the administrators built students’ confidence and provided them with mentoring and 
encouragement. In many cases, it was an administrative staff who made the difference in 
students’ decisions to leave or stay at the institution.  
As a way of leveraging this powerful dynamic to benefit more students, the 
culminating project for this study will be a training program for administrative staff to 
better understand how they influence students’ acclimation and sense of belonging to the 
University. Unfortunately, the Promise Program had little impact on the participants, due 
to administrators’ limited training and knowledge. The training program is intended to 
provide front-line administrative staff with effective academic, financial aid, and social 
information, as well as strategies to promote a sense of belonging and positive attitudes in 
entering freshmen students and help them achieve timely degree completion. This project 
may provide extensive and long-lasting impact on the case study site. 
The qualitative exploratory case study design provided a framework based on 
Tinto’s model of integration to make meaning of the freshmen students’ experiences that 
resulted in their decisions to leave the University. The methodological section focused on 
the research design for the study to be used, and the justification of the case study 
methodology. The methodology section focused on how I selected the participants, 
gained access to the participants, protected the participants, and established a working 
relationship with the participants. Content in this section also emphasized the procedures 
I will use for data collection, data analysis, and dealing with discrepant cases. Finally, 
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credibility, accuracy, and reliability strategies were presented since these areas are 
important to any research study.  
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Section 3: The Project 
Introduction 
Based on the findings of this case study, a nontraditional professional 
development training program (Appendix A) for the Promise Program coaches, 
admission staff, enrollment services coaches, and department coaches was developed. 
This training program was intended to encourage the university’s administration to be 
actively engaged socially and academically with entering first-year students during their 
transition to college. The students’ sense of belonging, emotions, motivation, 
engagement, and acclimation can all be influenced by the administrators’ efforts. This 
section includes a description of the project; its purpose, goals, and rationale; and a 
review of the literature. Furthermore, the section includes a list of resources, existing 
supports, potential barriers, and potential solutions to these barriers; a timeline for 
implementing the project; and a project evaluation form. This section concludes with a 
description of possible social change that may result from implementation of this project. 
Description and Goals 
A professional development program for the administrative staff of the university 
was appropriate for this doctoral project because such a program may provide a practical 
solution to help administrators and staff connect entering first-year students socially and 
academically to the higher educational learning environment. This type of training may 
contribute to the students’ ability to succeed in earning a college degree. All of the 
participants in the study conveyed their concerns about the importance of feeling they 
mattered and experiencing a connection with caring people on campus to help them with 
the transition to college. As the research participants expressed, college leaders need to 
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be more aware of their role of providing an inclusive, holistic approach geared toward 
attracting, retaining, and graduating entering first-year students.  
Every personal encounter a first-year student experiences with an administrator, 
whether inside or outside the classroom (Wang, Hsu, Campbell, & Coster, 2014), has the 
potential to make a student feel he or she matters and belongs at the university. This type 
of student support service provides an opportunity for students’ acculturation to the 
university and minimizes the students’ feelings of isolation (Latham, Singh, Lim, & Tara, 
2016). The three goals of developing a training program for administrators were (a) make 
administrators aware of their role in the development of entering first-year students’ 
acclimation to the university; (b) increase administrators’ awareness of the importance of 
connecting with the entering first-year students and the end results that lead to the 
students’ earning a degree; and (c) identify and apply academic advising, financial aid 
advising, and social engagement strategies to empower students with the correct advising 
and counseling. 
Learning Outcomes 
The following list represents learning outcomes that may improve administrators’ 
and staff’s communications with entering first-year students. 
1. Administrators and staff will be instrumental in assisting students to complete 
their degrees through effective advising, registration, and exploring ways to 
finance their 4-year education while enjoying the benefits of being both a 
college student and a learner.  
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2. Administrators and staff will be able to recognize any emotional, academic, 
and social support students need to enhance their first-year educational 
success at the university and refer them to appropriate support services. 
3. Administrators and staff will be able to use the training from the professional 
development workshops to improve their financial aid literacy and sensitivity 
skills of thoroughly listening to the students’ when supporting entering 
students visiting the office. 
4. Administrators and staff will be able to nurture the development of the 
student. 
5. Administrators and staff will be able to exercise active listening to influence 
entering students in reaching their academic goals by creating an action plan 
designed to meet and support entering students’ educational needs as they 
pursue a higher education at the university. 
Rationale 
A nontraditional professional development training program was the best option 
for this project because it appeared to be the most effective and viable means to 
holistically engage the university’s administrative staff. Findings from this study 
indicated that higher education administrative professional development training is not as 
common as faculty professional development training. The recommended training could 
broaden the knowledge of the administrative staff at the university. Another rationale for 
administrative training is its potential impact on the university’s retention of entering 
first-year students. This study’s findings revealed that participants wanted a relationship 
with administrators and faculty members, and even the few encounters students reported 
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with faculty and administrators impacted them and their perseverance. However, these 
types of encouraging and supportive interactions with administration were not consistent 
throughout the students’ enrollment at the university. Holistic training may fill gaps in the 
administrators’ knowledge and practice so that they may provide more consistent and 
effective support for entering first-year students’ transitions.  
Further, the administrative professional development program may provide the 
most extensive and lasting impact on the case study site. Because entering students’ first 
encounters are likely to be with the administrative staff on campus, a professional 
training program for administrators may have a significant impact on connecting students 
to the campus and minimizing entering students’ attrition. Training the admissions 
counselors, Promise coaches, department coaches, and enrollment service coaches to 
provide mentoring, connect students with resources, and support students socially and 
academically may decrease the social and academic gap for entering students. Students 
may have one less challenge to overcome prior to setting foot in a classroom. The 
information provided in a professional development program may prepare administrative 
staff to support entering students as they transition academically into the classroom with 
less tension because of the relationship the student has already established with 
administrators and peers. As Strayhorn (2009) expressed, a sense of belonging is not just 
one element; rather, it is related to a number of factors including students’ engagement 
and persistence, classrooms, course grades, and academic motivation. Implementing a 
professional development administrative training program was appropriate to foster a 
positive experience for first-year students at the university, and this training may provide 
an extensive and lasting impact at the study site. 
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Review of the Literature 
A thorough review of literature provided the framework for the project, a 
professional development training program. The aim of the training project (Appendix A) 
was to provide professional development training to administrators campus-wide. The 
purpose of quality professional development training was to help administrators and staff 
enhance the entering first-year students’ experience, sense of belonging, motivation, 
retention, and academic progress. The key terms in the initial search for pertinent 
literature were entering freshmen retention, students’ sense of belonging, entering 
students’ social, financial, and academic barriers, and administration development.  
The terms used for the second literature review were student engagement, student 
psychological emotions, a sense of belonging, administrators and staff professional 
development, and professional development to construct the most relevant data. The need 
for quality professional development is acknowledged at the highest levels of modern 
Western society (Phillips, 2008), and students’ learning outcomes may be enhanced by 
improving administrators’ value. The professional development training was appropriate 
to address the problem, and criteria from the research guided the development of the 
training.  
A professional development training offers an opportunity for reflection followed 
by a sense of self-awareness (Phillips, 2008). According to Dong, Campbell, and Vance 
(2017), Kennedy (2016), and Phillips (2008), professional development is based on 
different learning theories for students and teachers, and the key to any educational or 
school reform is that professional development be relevant and systemic. The literature 
reviewed for this study indicated terminology and training models that supported the 
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reasons for conducting a professional development training. This literature review added 
to the current study by providing research studies conducted by knowledgeable content 
experts. This literature overview also provided a comprehensive examination of relevant 
and current research regarding the enhancement of individual growth. Change and reform 
are inevitable with constantly evolving ideas of best practices in educational and social 
settings.  
Professional development involves educating, motivating, and/or teaching 
concepts or strategies that improve a learner’s outcomes (Blau & Snell, 2013; Brack, 
Millard, & Shah, 2008). Professional development refers to the consistent and 
unwavering internal training of personnel on an individual and group basis for achieving 
improvements in productivity and practice (Bernhardt, 2015). Professional development 
is a collaborative long-term learning strategy that nutures the professional advancement 
of personnel, teams, and an organization as a whole (Bernhardt, 2015).  
According to Pitman (2000), the administrative side of higher education has been 
overlooked when the issue of quality service has been considered. For several reasons, it 
is natural for universities to remain focused on teaching and research, with the 
administrative tasks existing to support those aims (Pitman, 2000). Most of the research 
about professional development has been written by academics, who focused on the areas 
that concerned them most (Phillips, 2008). Researchers have not addressed the role of 
administrative staff in tertiary organizational culture (Phillips, 2008). According to 
scholars, students’ intellectual and personal development requires the cooperation of 
others who work with students where students spend most of their time, and the tasks 
cannot be accomplished solely by faculty (Banata & Kuh, 1998; Bean & Bradley, 1986).  
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To treat the student as a customer requires providing the perception of quality of 
service, not only in academics or teaching criteria but also in the extent to which the 
student enjoys campus life (Banata & kuh, 1998). Student services, including 
administrative services, have an important role to play in this respect. In dealing with 
students, administrative staff move beyond the domain of service providers and 
incorporate a mentoring role into their processes (Pitman, 2000). Administrative staff 
tend to relate closely to students, perceiving them as internal customers (Pitman, 2000). 
Professional identity development is pivotal because it provides a frame of reference for 
administrators to understand their roles and adds to a sense of belonging within the 
community (Pitman, 2000).  
This literature review contains scholarly articles from the Walden Library, the 
local university’s library, and the Google Scholar search engine. I conducted searches 
through ERIC database, EBSCOhost, Taylor and Francis, and SAGE Premier. Because 
some of the articles were not completely accessible through Google Scholar, I redirected 
the search to the Walden Library or the local university’s library. I located approximately 
55 peer-reviewed articles but selected only 30 articles to be part of the literature review. 
A custom search filter was used to limit the search to sources 5 years old or fewer. Most 
of the selected articles were published within 5 years, but a few articles were older than 
that.  
The following review covers the topics of students’ sense of belonging, student 
engagement, student social engagement, as well as psychological interventions that can 
assist with entering first-year students’ mindset. The review also includes research on the 
professional development techniques that administrators may use to improve students’ 
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sense of belonging, motivation, and academic progress. The literature review concludes 
with a discussion of four essential training components that will be incorporated into the 
project. The research in this section provides the background and framework to develop 
rich, relevant content and the most effective presentation for the administrative 
development training program.  
Sense of Belonging 
A sense of belonging within the college educational environment can mean 
different things in different contexts to different people. According to Taormina and Gao 
(2013), people exhibit a strong need to create and preserve a sense of affection. A sense 
of belonging helps online students to “avoid the feeling of isolation [and] gives students a 
sense of self-direction and management, thus reducing loss of control, contributing to 
learner satisfaction, and increasing motivation” (Lehman & Conceicao, 2013, p. 65). 
According to Osterman (2000), a sense of belonging is “a feeling that members matter to 
one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through 
their commitment to be together” (p. 324). Another definition offered a similar approach, 
referring to belonging as “students’ sense of being accepted, respected, involved, 
supported, and encouraged by others (staff, faculty, and peers) in the academic classroom 
setting and of feeling oneself to be an important part of life and activity of the class” 
(Goodenow, 1993, p. 25). Strayhorn (2012) defined a sense of belonging in higher 
education as “students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of 
connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, 
valued by, and important to the group (e.g. campus community) or others on campus 
(e.g., faculty, peers)” (p. 17).  
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According to Thomas (2014), the exact types of interventions or approaches are 
less important than the ways these programs are implemented and their intended 
outcomes. Belonging can be accomplished through interventions that result in (a) 
supportive peer relations; (b) meaningful interaction between staff and students; (c) 
developing knowledge, confidence, and identity as successful learners; and (d) a higher 
educational experience that is relevant to interests and future goals (Thomas, 2013). 
Further, a sense of belonging has been associated with academic motivation success 
(Vaccaro, Cano, & Newman, 2015). Even though freshmen orientation courses and 
intentional programming models play a large role within first-year experience programs, 
a number of factors influence a first-year student’s decision to stay or to discontinue their 
study (Vaccaro et al., 2015).  
For example, extended orientation camps and intentional programming are two of 
the effective ways to increase student success and retention on college campuses (Lien & 
Goldenberg, 2012). Extended orientation camps typically are offered to incoming first-
year students. The foci of these camps are typically the university’s tradition, student 
acclimation, and an introduction to the community, resources, and the university system 
overall (Brown, 2012; Cabrera, Miner, & Milem, 2013; Gass, Garvey, & Sugerman, 
2003).  
Typically, students who attended such camps perceive a larger sense of pride in 
the school and they are inclined to do better in their first year than students who do not 
attend (Wolfe & Kay, 2011). This inclination results from the relationships, support, and 
connections that students form with their classmates, peers, and university administrators 
through interactions and experiences (Braxton, 2001). These camps help create social 
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integration, pre-college expectations and preparedness, pre-college experiences, 
relationships with administrators and faculty, involvement on campus and in the 
community, and an established support structure within the university (Braxton, 2001; 
Crede & Neihorster, 2012; Sparkman et al., 2012). The camps offer experiential 
programming through social interactions with faculty, staff, and fellow students to create 
a special sense of belonging (Bell, Gass, Nafziger, & Starbuck, 2014). The camps and 
intentional programming efforts include a service learning or community service 
component that further strengthens the students’ civility and connection to the campus 
and surrounding community (Huda, Mat Teh, Nor Muhamad, & Mohd Nasir, 2018).  
Leading educators in the field of student affairs, such as Astin (1984), Chickering 
and Reisser (1993), Pascarella and Terenzini (1991), and Tinto (1987), have studied 
whether students can experience many different milestones in college that lead them to 
the decision to persevere and graduate or to leave and perhaps embark upon a different 
path in life. Within the last 20 to 30 years, educational leaders such as Upcraft and 
Gardner (1989); Upcraft, Gardner, and Barefoot 2005) conducted research about the 
survival and success of first-year students addressing topics such as retention, 
matriculation, and graduation. These issues are priorities, not only for the advancement of 
the students in terms of graduation but also for the reputation and financial stability of the 
institution (Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Palmer, O’Kane, & Owens, 2009).  
A further look into the meaning of belonging reveals that Maslow implemented 
the hierarchy of needs in 1954, a theory often cited in discussions of human motivation. 
The hierarchy is designed as a pyramid and includes five levels. Maslow asserted that the 
lower-level needs must be met before progressing to higher-level needs on the hierarchy. 
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Maslow (1970) further stated that after a person fills the basic need for the physiological 
aspects of life (food, water, shelter, and warmth) along with fulfilling their safety needs 
(security, stability, freedom from fear), the next logical human needs are social, which 
include a sense of belonging and a feeling of being loved.  
Communities, memberships in social and academic clubs, friends, and family may 
fill an individual’s social needs. Maslow’s theory held that love and affection and a sense 
of belonging will emerge if both the safety and physiological needs of the individual have 
been met, leaving the person with a sense of contentment and satisfaction at being 
accepted. In a review of the literature, Thomas (2014) indicated that pre-entry 
interventions contributed to improved retention and success in higher education by 
providing students with information, knowledge, and skills to improve pre-entry decision 
making, retention, and success and by fostering early engagement to promote 
assimilation and social wealth.  
The previous literature and findings of this study implied that adjustment to 
college life is challenging for most entering students, especially getting accustomed to the 
college expectations and life transitions. Even if the entering freshman is viewed as 
intelligent, he or she is an alien in this new educational environment. Academic, 
intellectual, and social barriers may distract and impede students’ transition into college. 
These factors leave the students overwhelmed emotionally, socially, and academically. 
Although the primary goal of college is to become academically equipped for the 
workforce, the social aspect of college integration is also crucial, because if students feel 
socially isolated, they will not enjoy the college experience (Thomas, 2013) and are more 
likely to stop attending.  
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A student’s sense of belonging is debased when students perceive threats in the 
educational setting. When students feel isolated, criticized, or ostrasized, they may 
perceive those feelings as proof they are not a part of the institution; thus, the students’ 
stress level increases and their motivation diminishes, which makes it hard for them to 
focus academically (Yeager, Walton, & Cohen, 2013). Therefore, a holistic approach that 
encompasses a team of staff and administrators to support students’ acclimation to the 
environment is pivotal to the success of the students. The initiative should operate 
campus-wide and should not be the responsibility of one person or one department 
(Mayo, 2013).  
College transition entails a multitude of growing challenges and anxieties 
(Conley, Travers, & Bryant, 2013). Students face academically vigorous curricula and 
must be able to manage their time effectively. Socially, college students leave behind 
close family, friends, high school peers, and counselors. Having services to support 
students with psychological adjustment and stress management skills can help them deal 
with the anxieties most commonly encountered in college, as well as prevent future 
issues. Nonetheless, engagement is pivotal to students’ transitions into the college 
environment and to their academic success.  
Student Engagement (SE)  
Students’ sense of belonging and engagement to any new environment is critical 
to identity acclimation and a sense of control. Once students feel included and more in 
control of their environment, they are more likely to persist and succeed (Taylor & Duke, 
2013). Students’ sense of belonging on college campus is a pivotal part of their success 
(Smith, 2015) and engagement. The intentional and collaborative time, energy, efforts, 
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and attention of students and staff foster a dedicated commitment to the students’ success. 
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE; 2017) indicated full-time students 
who lived on campus and who started at the same time at the institution tended to be 
more engaged than their counterparts.  
Different groups of students perceived their campuses’ climates and cultures 
differently (Harper & Newman 2015). The study of student engagement has gained 
considerable attention over the last decade, primarily in response to demands from the 
public, legislators, and accreditors that colleges and universities demonstrate the link 
between college attendance and student outcomes (Mertes & Hoover, 2014). According 
to Bryson (2014), the core of the student experience in North America lies in the many 
studies on the whole college experience of students. A primary focus of higher education 
is to enhance the student experience, specifically student engagement (Bryson, 2014). 
Engagement supports the development of relationships with others and promotes 
connectedness. Kahu (2013) identified engagement as a “multifaceted, complex meta-
construct” (p. 2), which is empirically linked to desired outcomes that lead to student 
success.  
Since student engagement is multifaceted, for this study, I primarily focused on 
supportive peer relationships, meaningful interactions between staff and students, 
psychosocial interventions, and a sense of belonging. Windham, Rehfuss, Williams, 
Pugh, and Lader (2014) asserted that intentionally developing student activities on 
college campuses is a way to nurture and capitalize students’ engagement and a way to 




Because U. S. colleges and universities seldom acknowledge how social class can 
affect students’ educational experience, Stephens et al. (2014) hypothesized that many 
first-generation students lack insight about why they are struggling and do not understand 
how students like them can improve. Research focusing on the reasons for student 
withdrawal implies that students rarely withdraw from college for a single reason; 
instead, in most cases, the situation is complex, and students leave as a result of a 
combination of inter-related factors. According to Thomas (2014), student engagement 
nurtures a sense of belonging through supportive peer relations, meaningful interactions 
with staff, and developing knowledge.  
Social engagement may create a sense of belonging and offer informal support 
through interaction with friends and peers (Thomas, 2002; Tinto, 1993; Wilcox et al., 
2005). Social engagement takes place in other spheres of the institution, according to 
Thomas (2014), including social spaces, clubs, societies, the student union, and student 
accommodations and shared living arrangements. Research by Kift, Nelson, and Clarke 
(2010); Krause et al. (2005); Tinto (2012); and Yorke and Longden (2008) indicated 
improving student retention and success by easing the transition and first-year experience 
is widely accepted as an effective institutional strategy.  
Findings from this study aligned with evidence from NSSE (2017) that these 
services often add to developing students’ abilities to participate and belong in higher 
education (Mellard, Krieshok, Fall, & Woods, 2013; Wood, 2012). Therefore, increased 
student retention relates to student participation on campus outside of classes. Another 
important factor mentioned throughout the literature pertaining to institutional support 
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was the people who implement the programs and initiatives for students. Often, 
educational staff support programs and services designed to increase student success, but 
then leave their positions within five years (Alexander & Gardner, 2009; Bowles, Fisher, 
McPhail, Rosenstreich, & Dobson, 2014; O’Keffee, 2013).  
Enhancing the transition and the first-year experience improves student retention 
and success, and is widely observed as a priority in higher education (Thomas, 2014). 
Therefore, creating a sense of belonging with and among entering freshmen is a holistic 
approach that must begin early and continue throughout the lifecycle of the students’ 
studies (Wood, 2012). Furthermore, supportive peer relationships add to students’ 
positive experiences.  
Supportive Peer Relations 
Human esteem needs include attention, confidence, freedom, independence, 
recognition, and self-respect (Maslow, 1954). Findings of this research implied a 
successful end result should achieve an effective all-inclusiveness with students from the 
same program and or interest over an extended period of time and formation of informal 
opportunities for students to get to know administrators. According to Crossing et al. 
(2008) and Harvey et al. (2006), an effective induction is pivotal to students’ transition 
into higher education and to subsequent retention and success. Induction activities have 
an impact on retention and success through (a) socialization and formation of friendship 
groups that provide a support network and promote social integration, (b) informing 
expectations of higher education and helping students to be effective learners by 
developing their confidence and their academic skills, and (c) developing relationships 
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with members of staff, allowing students to approach them subsequently when they need 
to.  
According to Luke, Redekop, and Burgin (2015), first-generation college students 
experience a variety of unique challenges in navigating college compared to non-first-
generation-college-student peers online. College literacy must be up-to-date, compatable 
with industry demands, sufficient to meet students’ needs, and appropriate to engage 
students in understanding the financial, social, and academic expectations and 
procedures. Having friends to discuss academic and non-academic issues both in the 
classroom and outside of the classroom, is crucial to the students’ survival on campus. 
Friends’ and peers’ relationships can have a range of positive impacts on student 
experience. Facilitating social integration in the academic setting is particularly important 
as it develops cohort identity and belonging to the program. Many students do not have 
the opportunity to develop friendships in other settings. Therefore, academic staff can 
also promote social integration through induction activities, collaborative learning and 
teaching, field trips, peer mentoring and staff-organized social events. 
Meaningful Interaction Between Administrators, Staff, and Students 
A study of the literature revealed a direct correlation between faculty and student 
interaction and student retention in higher education (Barnett, 2010; Braxton & 
McClendon, 2001; Cejda & Hoover, 2010; Deil-Amem, 2011; Halpin, 1990; Pascarella 
& Chapman, 1983; Tinto, 1987, 2012). To prevent students from leaving college early in 
the semester, McClenney (2007) argued that intervention must take place upon the 
students’ arrival to the college, and engaging students early on campus could have a 
positive impact on retention. Thus, institutional efforts to create a meaningful interaction 
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with entering freshmen should be proactive, rather than reactive, because when most 
entering first-year students’ expectations are met, they are more inclined to stay in school 
and succeed (Pleitz, McDougall, Terry, Buckley, & Campbell 2015).  
One of the most important faculty student interactions, according to Ryan (2013), 
is academic advisement sessions. Based on Ryan’s study, “first-time students do better 
during their first term and are more likely to be retained if they know their academic 
advisor and meet with him or her regularly during their first semester” (p. 133.). 
Activities should be created to entice students to become a part of the opportunities. 
According to Bers and Schuetz (2014), positive initial engagements with college staff, 
faculty, and advisors create students’ confidence during the transition into college.  
According to NSSE (2017), first-year students whose expectations for faculty 
interactions were met were more inclined to return to school the following semester. 
Administrators and counselors must pay close attention to the barriers (Windham et al., 
2014) that keep students from returning to college. Offering activities that are relevant, 
informative, and pertinent to students’ current interests and future aspirations is important 
to the students’ experience. All activities should encourage collaboration and engagement 
with fellow students and University staff. In addition, the extent and quality of student 
engagement should be monitored, and staff should follow up and act to remedy evidence 
of low levels of engagement. According to Hossler, Ziskin, and Gross (as cited in 
Windham et al., 2014), administrators need not strive for “solving all retention problems 
with a single sweeping effort, but improve student persistence through organized 
programs supported by adequate funding, administrative oversight, and favorable campus 
policies” (p. 3).  
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Research by Baumgart and Johnstone (1977), Bentley and Allen (2006), 
Chickering and Hannah (1969), Dodgson and Bolam (2002), and Eaton and Bean (1995) 
indicated students who most need support often are the ones who decide to not participate 
in activities. To minimize student attrition, Windham et al. (2014) suggested counselors 
should focus more on increasing student retention by devoting time spent with students 
discussing what is important and directly related to students’ goals. These efforts may 
result in an increase in student retention.  
While Tinto’s (1975) model is prominent in the literature, additional retention 
models have also emerged. For example, Bean, in his student attrition model, moved 
away from the sociological underpinnings of Tinto’s model and focused on psychological 
factors (Bean & Eaton, 2000). According to Fike and Fike (as cited by Mertes & Hoover, 
2014), Bean hypothesized that psychological factors, including intent, coping skills, self-
efficacy, and locus of control, all interact with a student’s background characteristics to 
influence how she or he interacts with the college or university. According to Mertes and 
Hoover (2014), community college students are often unprepared for college-level 
coursework, as indicated by their reading, writing, and mathematics scores and based on 
results of the National Education Longitudinal Study in 2007-2008, which indicated 40% 
of students took remedial courses. These variables, according to Mertes and Hoover 
(2014), put college students at risk of not succeeding academically.  
A lack of institutional support around the social integration of a student can cause 
any first-year program to fail. To gain a successful commitment from university officials, 
First-Year Experience programs must be part of a strategic plan, one that involves more 
than any one individual, team, or department. The program must be inter-departmental 
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and rely on multiple departments and leaders (Alexander & Gardner, 2009; Barefoot, 
2000).  
In addition to the students’ having meaningful interactions with staff, supportive 
peer relationships, and being socially engaged, nurturing the psychosocial aspects of 
students’ beliefs and how they perceive themselves in comparison to other students 
requires psychological intervention resources. Every student deserves to feel and believe 
they fit in with people who have different backgrounds and deserve the same right to 
attend college and succeed. However, Mancuso, Newton, Kim, and Wilcox (2013) 
mentioned that “retaining students until graduation is said to be a direct fulfillment of the 
mission of institutions of higher education” (p. 243). According to Seidman (as cited by 
Mancuso et al., 2013), early detection of students’ needs with related plans of action are 
important to promote the overall success of the student. Research by Krumrei and 
Newton (2009); Lounsbury, Fisher, Levy, and Welsh (2009); Peterson, Sasillas, and 
Robbins (2006); and Tinto (1987, 2005) revealed many factors associated with students’ 
unsuccessful attempts at achieving their educational goals. Having positive emotions 
regarding their personal and college satisfaction is critical to students’ successful 
outcomes in higher education. Although colleges and universities cannot be solely 
responsible for the students’ decision to stay or depart, they can play a major role in 
influencing students’ decisions to continue through graduation via the interactions they 
have with the student and the programs they implement.  
Psychological Interventions: Bridging the Performance Gaps to Student Success 
Based on a 2016 report by the Center for Collegiate Mental Health (CCMH), a 
major repository that collects mental health data on college students from over 400 
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colleges and universities, the incidence of college students’ seeking mental health 
treatment increased over 50% since 2015. More than 150,483 college students sought 
mental health treatment from 3,419 clinicians in over 1,034,510 appointments.  
Stress comes from an individual’s realization that he or she is not able to manage 
the demands of many life situations (Durand, McNeil, Harding, & Dobransky, 2015). 
Similarly, according to Roy, Sailesh, and Doshi (2015), students may be impacted by 
stress that adversely affects their academic performance and aspects of their personal life. 
Steele, Spencer and Aronson (2002), Wilson (2011), and Yeager and Walton (2011) 
found that addressing students’ social distresses or fears, or simply treating the anxieties 
such processes created, can make a significant difference in an individual’s learning 
outcomes. Tresco, Lefler, and Power (2010) asserted that an intervention known as self-
affirmation can curb these negative outcomes. The interventions bring about a more 
expansive view of the self and its resources, weakening the implications of a threat for 
personal integrity.  
For an individual to preserve his or her integrity of self, Cohen and Sherman 
(2014) found that a sense of personal adequacy is important so to not increase stress and 
self-protective defenses, since these behaviors can impact performance and growth. 
Therefore, to support college students’ success, institutions must incorporate 
psychosocial and psychological interventions to improve students’ subjective experiences 
(Wilson, 2011). According to Spitzer and Aronson (2013, 2015), in addition to cultural 
influences and universal cultural norms, psychological issues impact students and affect 
academic success and retention; thus, these issues need to be acknowledged and 
addressed. Educational institutes should adopt simple relaxation activities that provide 
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support for students’ success and wellbeing (Roy et al., 2015). Cohen and Sherman 
(2014) indicated that “timely affirmations have been shown to improve education, health, 
and relationship” (p. 333), and interventions and experiences can have lasting 
consequences when administered effectively.  
Contrary to the findings of Cohen and Sherman (2014), Spitzer and Aronson 
(2013), and Kirp (2013) asserted that educational institutions question and potentially 
overlook the potential of psychological interventions as a means to bridging the 
performance gaps and improve learning in higher education. According to Farrington 
(2013), because of the lack of attention to educational reform efforts aimed at the 
psychological side of the students’ experience, two students who are both receiving low 
grades in a course may manifest two different psychological reactions to the same 
experience. Educational innovations and extensive reforms have been common 
approaches to narrowing performance gaps among groups of students. Nonetheless, 
Spitzer and Aronson (2015) argued that psychological interventions can be administered 
with far greater efficiency and success than the general, costly approaches, traditionally 
used to change the culture of underachieving groups. These researchers determined that a 
more effective way of dealing with performance gaps is to acknowledge the highly social 
and psychological nature of learning, motivation, and performance. Although financial 
resources and academic skills are necessary, these two factors do not guarantee success 
for entering freshmen students as they transition into the world of higher education. 
Psychological Influential Factors on Academic Success 
Achievement gaps often result from a psychological dilemma in which students 
feel a threat to their identity or sense of belonging: “Psychological interventions work by 
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helping students cope with threats to identity, which can impair intellectual functioning 
and motivation identity” (Spitzer & Aronson, 2015, p. 4). Psychological interventions 
help with mindset because so much of teaching and learning is social. Psychological 
interventions can raise students’ confidence and increase their willingness to work harder, 
while improving their feelings of belonging in school. These components are essential 
considerations in raising student achievement and reducing persistent achievement gaps 
(Yeager, Henderson, Paunesku, Walton, Mello, Spitzer & Duckworth, 2014).  
The potential impact of psychosocial interventions is often hard to understand 
because the psychological factors that affect learning cannot be easily determined 
(Yeager & Walton, 2011). The complex and invisible psychological forces that impact 
learning include worries about ability, stereotypes, and belonging. Yeager and Walton 
(2011) compared this dynamic to the numerous, invisible, and interconnected forces that 
miraculously cause a plane to fly. Additionally, reasonable but often uncertain 
perspectives regarding the prevalent gaps in these types of psychological services persist. 
The cost for institutions to fully address these needs would be significant, and 
psychological interventions are often ignored because they seem trivial compared to 
traditional reforms, as individuals believe that large problems require large solutions.  
It is important to realize that psychological interventions do not replace traditional 
educational reforms. Psychological interventions do not provide academic content or 
skills, nor do they improve teaching. Nonetheless, psychological interventions can 
change students’ mindsets to allow them to be more prepared to learn (Yeager & Walton, 
2011; Yeager et al., 2013). According to Sriram (2010), psychological interventions 
“open the door [to learning] and encourage students to walk through it” (p. 26). A student 
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would be more successful if he or she understood the importance of not yielding to 
familiarized behaviors and values and the value of embracing peers, faculty, and staff 
members with whom he or she interacts on a daily basis (Tinto, 1993). 
Effects of Psychological Interventions 
Some researchers refer to psychological interventions as a holistic development 
(Astin, 1991; Kuh, Shedd, & Whitt, 1987). Researchers have offered a consistent 
explanation for why psychological interventions are effective. Students who undergo 
psychological interventions experience a snowball effect; thus, small differences at an 
early stage can get magnified over time. The snowball effect can be particularly 
prominent in science and math, where subsequent learning builds on an earlier foundation 
of knowledge, making it increasingly difficult to catch up later (Miyake et al., 2010). The 
effect can also be seen as coursework gets more challenging and the potential for 
difficulty increases, compounding the impact of identity threat. Further, students’ beliefs 
about ability and expectations for success can be fragile, especially when students face a 
challenge they have never encountered before (Schechtman et al., 2013). This reasoning 
validates decisions to incorporate psychological interventions in introductory and 
gateway courses. According to Farrington et al. (2012), correlation exist between 
mindset, perseverance, and academic performance. The researchers found that strong 
academic performance was predicated upon a positive mindset, and the opposite occurred 
with a negative mindset.  
Psychological interventions work by eliminating the self-reinforcing cycle and 
redirecting the student on a more effective cycle wherein success and positive 
expectations are mutually inclusive. These slight changes in mental trajectory can cause 
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lasting improvements in academic achievement (Farrington et al., 2012). According to 
Thoitis (1986), when a student perceives his or her environment as supportive, the 
psychological impact of stressful events decreases. Spitzer and Aronson (2015) found 
that changes are needed to address the persistent and growing gaps in learning because of 
psychological, interpersonal challenges for students.  
Contrary to Spitzer and Aronson’s beliefs, Farrington et al. (2013) asserted that it 
is unclear that poor social skills are associated with negative outcomes and that most 
research on social skills comes from a broader spectrum. However, identifying the 
importance of psychological factors offers the possibility of emerging interventions that 
do not depend upon structural barriers or political change; nevertheless, these measures 
can empower staff and students to make the best of unequivocal opportunities (Fergus, 
Noguera, & Martin, 2014). Thus, a holistic intervention based upon the students’ 
continual cost/benefit analysis; student engagement; faculty and administrative 
interactions; organizational, economical, and psychological factors; self-affirmation, and 
belongingness is likely to decrease threats to student identity and increase achievement.  
Professional Development Training 
Administrators and staff may improve students’ transitions to the first year of 
college. Considering the amount of influence that administrators and staff have on 
participants at the case study site, providing the administrators and staff with strategies to 
improve students’ sense of belonging is a potentially effective approach to addressing the 
problem of entering freshmen students’ attrition. The strategies for improving entering 
freshmen students’ retention will be shared through a professional development training 
program for administrators and staff at the case study site.  
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Professional development can be highly complex and multifaceted; it can be a 
long-term collaborative learning strategy that nurtures the professional advancement of 
personnel and teams; it is a way for practitioners to understand the need for change, and it 
involves continual learning; it focuses on the needs of participants and student learning 
requirements (Saroyan & Trigwell, 2015). According to Saroyan and Trigwell (2015), 
professional development is a phrase found in literature related to the quality of teaching. 
Bernhardt (2015) defined the term as a continuous and consistent internal training of 
personnel on an individual and group basis for achieving improvements in productivity 
and practice. It is a transformational change that needs to be brought to the forefront 
(O’Toole et al., 2014).  
Professional development involves educating, motivating, and teaching concepts 
or strategies that improve a learner’s outcome (Blau & Snell, 2013). Professional 
development improves a learner’s outcome by altering academic, administrative, 
institutional, and community or instructional behavior for the administrators, staff, 
faculty, and student body in ways that generate academic success (Taylor & Znajda, 
2015). The sessions generally provide learning goals, instructional techniques, learning 
strategies, outcomes, methodologies, networking opportunities, and evaluation that 
researchers use to improve teaching and learning (Hum, Amundsen, & Emmioglu, 2015).  
The purpose of professional development training programs is to foster a team of 
skilled and competent leaders with knowledge, skillsets, and resources to advance their 
careers (Lino, 2014; Saleem, Masrur, & Afzal, 2014). When individuals participate in 
professional development training, the trainer often employs role-playing to increase the 
awareness and effectiveness of the training or teaching practice for the benefit of the 
142 
 
participants (Korthagen, Atteema-Noordewier, & Zwart, 2015). Professional 
development leaders must possess unique training abilities to make role modeling 
pertinent to those participating in the training (Korthagen et al., 2015).  
All participants must be aware of the factors involved in organizing a professional 
development training, namely governance, strategic planning, the role of administration, 
and budgeting (Korthagen et al., 2014). Professional development refers to the 
development of a person within his or her professional role (Lino, 2014). According to 
Saleem et al. (2014), professional development in higher education is an intentionally 
designed, ongoing, and systematic process that focuses on improving the individuals’ 
professional knowledge, skills, and attitudes so students’ learning outcomes may be 
impacted positively. This process leads to changes in beliefs, which in turn lead 
individuals to see things through a different lens (Saleem et al., 2014).  
Assessing Professional Development 
The role of assessment or an evaluation component within a professional 
development training provides information on the impact of the sessions and solicits 
recommendations and ideas on techniques for making improvements (Newton & Ender, 
2010; Suskie, 2018). Assessment-oriented outcomes are based on the impact the training 
has made, and ultimately, assessment should encompass a cohesive learning experience. 
Evaluations often include specific critical questions such as the following:  
• What were the key techniques taught in this session?  
• Can these techniques be used effectively in day-to-day situations?  
• Was the session informative and was it applicable to the school’s needs? 
• Did the activities match the learning goals? 
143 
 
• What can be improved in future professional development sessions?  
Often, the focus during measurement tends to be on output or, for instance, the 
number of participants attending the training (Miyamoto & Sono, 2012). The primary 
objective should initiate change that would require a collaborative effort between the 
administration, staff, and faculty. Meetings should be scheduled on a regular basis and 
should focus on increasing awareness of best practices (Bleicher, 2014). Resources such 
as campus life activities, student-faculty interactions, motivational speakers, professional 
webinars, and on- and off-campus workshops, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, and 
Toastmaster meetings should all be incorporated to guide the change forward (Cruise & 
Wade, 2016).  
Based on the structure of the school, training sessions may be designed in various 
ways. According to Schnoebelen (2013) and Staman, Visscher, and Luyten, 2014), the 
sessions should be aimed at improving instructional practices with the intent to increase 
learning outcomes. The training sessions should consist of on-going conversations, goals, 
learning objectives, program evaluations, and planning objectives throughout the year. 
These sessions are geared to prepare administrators and staff to implement constructive 
techniques to effectively support entering students without costing the school (Harpell & 
Andrews, 2010; Nichols & Sheffield, 2014). Administrators and staff will have a better 
opportunity of effectively assisting entering freshmen students with their academic, 
social, and emotional needs through certain instructional techniques.  
Many entering students struggle with the concept of enrolling in college. 
Transitioning from an old environment (high school), into a new environment, is often 
viewed by entering freshmen students as overwhelming and isolated (DiRamio & Jarvis, 
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2011). Entering freshmen students enter college for various reasons, such as to be the first 
in their family to earn a degree, to have a better quality of life, to obtain a college degree, 
to get away from home, to avoid domestic troubles, or to provide for their parents and 
siblings. It is vitally important that administrators, staff, and faculty fully grasp the 
underlying issues involved in the freshmen student transition process (DiRamio & Jarvis, 
2011).  
When administrators and staff receive adequate training through professional 
development opportunities, they become more effective and efficient in assisting entering 
students through the college transition. The principles that informed this report’s 
framework were contingent upon the literature that focused on principles of (a) active 
listening, (b) building on the needs and concerns of participants, (c) providing transfer of 
knowledge, and (d) promoting engagement at the team and school levels (Zwart et al., 
2015), notwithstanding that professional development can be accomplished through a 
myriad of approaches.  
Active listening. Through active listening, effective communication can be 
accomplished (Brownell, 2016). During the training workshops, administrators and staff 
will be introduced to effective listening technique skills to assist freshmen students’ 
onboarding process and transition to college. The participants mentioned that they did not 
feel that faculty, staff, and administrators took the time to listen to what they expressed as 
their needs, and until they are able to express their needs and feel heard, freshmen 




Therefore, increasing entering student retention involves focusing on students’ 
needs, networking, creating a sense of community, and engaging the student with 
ongoing orientation to all characteristics of the university during the first year (Latham et 
al., 2016). Most of the time, the value of active listening is unintentionally disregarded; 
therefore, it is imperative for administrators and faculty to learn and know how to listen 
to entering freshmen students. Brownell (2016) provided several key concepts regarding 
listening skills and claimed that listening may be the single and most important skill in 
facilitating personal and professional development:  
• Listening begins with being fully engaged to hearing the student by clearing 
your mind of distractions.  
• Listen to yourself, but also be sensitive to how your behavior affects others.  
• Maintain eye contact with students while they are speaking. 
• Be open to constructive feedback.  
• Acknowledge that your comments originate from your point of view. 
• Respond with positive comments or gestures that indicate you heard the 
students and value their words. 
• Wait to respond to the students until after they are finished speaking, and 
avoid interrupting the conversation. 
• Ask open-ended questions, allowing the person to speak freely.  
Administrators who desire to support entering freshmen students can be a great 
motivational influence in helping the students to succeed in college. Students need not 
only academic support but also emotional support in the form of a mentor (Mayhew, 
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Vanderlinden, & Kim, 2010; Turner & Thompson, 2012). Active listening skills are a 
primary component of serving as a mentor to entering freshmen students.  
Building on the needs and concerns of participants. Building on the needs and 
concerns of the participants includes identifying the characteristics of today’s college 
students and the impact of those characteristics on institutional service expectations. 
Administrators and staff must receive adequate cross-training that includes knowledge of 
service principles and expectations to provide high quality customer service. 
Administrators and staff must be empowered with the ability to identify and develop their 
aptitudes and attitudes to foster the university’s mission and goals. They must be able to 
see congruences between their individual needs, institutional goals, goals of the 
professional development, and student learning (Allen & Penuel, 2014; Bayer, 2014).  
Relevance is closely related to goal congruency, and relevance is also important 
for professional development to be effective (Bernhardt, 2015). It is important to allow a 
way for participants to provide feedback, perhaps in focus groups, surveys, or open 
discussions, so that everyone feels welcome to share their perspectives and suggestions 
and express whether the professional development training provided any benefits (Bayer, 
2014).  
Enhancing and promoting transfer of knowledge. Enhancing and promoting 
transfer of knowledge is the third professional development principle. When participants 
are able to continuously apply what they learned in their work environments, transfer of 
knowledge occurs with their students and colleagues. According to Johnson, Robbins, 
and Loui (2015), transfer of knowledge can be accomplished by participants keeping 
journals of their experiences and sharing them in sessions with trainers and colleagues. 
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To have a lasting impact on learners, professional development must allow for long-term 
engagement (Bayer, 2014) or follow-up sessions as educators seek to implement their 
ideas.  Enhancing and promoting transfer of knowledge can also take place through 
coaching and mentoring sessions in the work environment. Effective transfer of 
knowledge requires time and resources that are often neglected in professional 
development activities. The discontinuity of the training occurs because development 
programs are often short-term and lack the depth necessary to have a lasting impact on 
teaching skills (Bayer, 2014).  
Engagement at the team and institutional levels. An effective professional 
development facilitator encourages learners to critically reflect on their role within the 
institution and explore how they support the institution’s mission. Participants who are 
deeply engaged form a common language that connects theory, vision, and practice. As a 
way to deepen commitment and engagement, participants should be encouraged to 
publically share the learning processes that take place with others at the institution. This 
process may help them form a shaper identity within the institution and critically reflect 
on their progress to determine what still needs to be achieved (Zwart et al., 2014).  
To ensure success of entering freshmen students and sustainability of the 
university, administrators and staff need to be made aware of support issues entering 
freshmen students encounter, internally and externally, and the need for accurate, 
consistent, and quality service,that will add to student success in higher education. 
Awareness of best practices across the university is equally imperative if administrators 
and staff are to positively impact entering students’ success. This relationship is pivotal 
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and could lead to increased student academic success and retention (Turner & Thompson, 
2014).  
The University must support and provide administrators and staff, with on-going 
professional development training. According to Spady (1970), first-year transition and 
academic persistence is directly related to the level of social and academic experience. 
Kazempour and Amirshokoohi (2014) found quality professional development training 
exerted a direct impact on student achievement and social wellness. However, the scope 
and depth of this impact are difficult to measure, and many argue that attempting to 
quantify the influence of students’ challenges (e.g., a student’s family structures, a 
student’s moving around from school to school due to family situation of instability or 
military service, or differing socioeconomic backgrounds can affect the learning 
outcomes of students) is a hopeless endeavor that leads to reliance on researchers’ 
assumptions.  
Administrators and staff who are unaware of their indifferent behavior towards 
entering students often are unable to relate to the potential challenges entering freshmen 
students encounter, such as the students’ real academic aptitudes, how the students 
compare themselves to other students in the course, or the students’ impractical 
expectations of their personal academic performance (Turner & Thompson, 2014). These 
challenges should be identified and communicated through professional development 
training to empower administrators and staff to develop a better understanding of how 
entering freshmen students think and how educators can reasonably accommodate 
students (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2011). Some entering freshmen challenges may 
include the following:  
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1. Parents not supportive of student attending college, 
2. Overall process of understanding and navigating the financial aid process, 
3. Work or responsibility at home conflicting with classroom schedules,  
4. Having to work to help pay for education, or 
5. Anxiety of not knowing anyone on campus and being in a new environment.  
Regardless of the type of training, professional development should address the 
following four objectives. First, students need an on-going collaborative relationship with 
an administrator or staff member, similar to what the student was accustomed to in high 
school (Turner & Thompson, 2014). Second, the challenges faced by entering freshmen 
students, both inside and outside the classroom and in both formal and informal 
environments, should be carefully taken into consideration. Third, various advising and 
coaching techniques and strategies should be designed that contribute to the educational 
experiences of the student (Turner & Thompson, 2014). Finally, learning goals should be 
established that incorporate both assessment and feedback and involve activities that are 
oriented toward learning (Anagnostopoulos, Sykes, McCrory, Cannata, & Frank, 2010; 
Suskie, 2018; Turner & Thompson, 2014). Assessments, as well as outcome-based 
objectives, should be created for establishing best practices content supported by 
extensive research (Suskie, 2018).  
The training of administrators and staff should be developed by individuals who 
are devoted to the success of students and understand the various obstacles they face 
(Suskie, 2018). Professional development training from the workshops should include 
professional motivational speakers who understand entering freshmen students’ obstacles 
at the university. Also, cross-training collaboration among coaches supports a better 
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understanding of how to support entering students’ success. Utilizing professional 
development training may provide additional background information related to the 
problems of entering freshmen students transitioning into college. Change needs to be 
initiated by all parties to produce an enhanced synergy to support the entering students’ 
educational experience. 
Project Description 
Interviewing entering freshmen students in one-on-one interviews allowed me to 
recognize their perceptions about the transition from high school to the classrooms of 
higher education at the University. The prospect of entering freshmen graduating from 
the university is dependent on their successful transition from high school dependency to 
the academic classroom and the support they receive from the University’s administrators 
and staff. Many entering freshmen may not possess the skill sets to complete their higher 
education on their own. Therefore, a unique support system needs to be in place to assist 
these students in their quest for a higher education degree.  
Findings from the study that led me to develop a professional development 
training were the interview data that supported the themes for the professional 
development training project (Appendix A). Four of seven participants indicated they 
believed the college lacked emotional and social support programs. In problem-solving 
this deficit, I developed a training module that can prepare administrators and staff to set 
up an entering freshmen students’ support service. The goal of the project is to motivate 
and actively engage entering freshmen students to complete their college degree. This 
program is designed to provide entering freshmen students with several resources that 
support their emotional, social, and academic needs. With this program, resources would 
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be more available to entering students as a result of administrators’ and staff members’ 
participation in a professional development-training project.  
This program involves administrators and staff becoming role models, guides or 
ambassadors, or mentors for students during their college years. Participants will include 
entering freshmen students who enrolled at the site as entering freshmen. The program 
will hopefully motivate entering freshmen students to complete their academic studies 
and ultimately obtain a college degree.  
Potential Resources and Existing Supports 
Colleges and universities around the world have attempted to increase student 
retention by providing supplemental instruction and academic, social, and financial 
counseling (Hutto, 2017). Many training and webinars are available online and provide 
an ideal opportunity to understand the challenges and experiences of entering freshmen 
students. The webinars offer information to administrators and staff about student 
learning, development, success in the first college year, communication, and supporting 
entering freshmen students’ success. Also, administrators and staff have an opportunity to 
increase their understanding and education as they encounter entering students’ concerns, 
accomplishments, and needs.  
Some national organizations that provide entering freshmen-focused seminars are 
The Annual Conference on First-Year Experience, Students in Transition, The First-Year 
Assessment Listserv, Kognito Interactive, and The American Council on Education. 
Interactive online learning experience is available on Kognito Interactive for 
administrators and staff to better understand the experiences and needs of entering 
freshmen students. To assist educators, Kognito uses conversation to inspire, inform, and 
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help people change their lives. The focus of this training is to simulate an entering 
freshman’s experience on the campus, as such experiences might prove to be rather 
perplexing for entering freshmen transitioning into their new environment.  
The components of a successful development program incorporate learning goals, 
feedback and assessment measures, and other initiatives that present opportunities for 
learning (Berger, 2014; Noel Levitz, 2017). Practical application of formative assessment 
for the professional development training program can monitor skills the administrators 
and staff learned and allow them to demonstrate their understanding of concepts from 
workshop sessions. Facilitators, as well as administrators and staff, can employ feedback 
from formative assessments to improve services immediately and in the future. The 
formative assessments can also allow opportunities for administrators and staff to show 
their level of performance and provide the facilitator an opportunity to adjust the 
instruction as needed by the participants. In the professional development workshop 
sessions, several individuals contribute to the training material as it pertains to their 
expertise (Berger, 2014).  
I chose to develop a professional development training program because it offered 
a distinctive approach to empowering entering freshmen students’ transition and retention 
toward acquisition of a college degree. The rationale for designing this program was to 
enhance administrators’ and staff’s social and academic performance toward supporting 
entering freshmen students in attaining their objective of earning a college degree. The 
potential resources and prevailing support needed to adequately deliver the training 
consists of numerous resources, such as a large classroom with a sound system, a 
PowerPoint presentation, a large screen, a data projector, a video camera, round tables, 
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binders, notepads, pens, markers, and highlighters. The binders will be used throughout 
the training, and they are intended to be kept as a resource by the participants after the 
training. Each participant will receive handouts for the training at the beginning of the 
session, as well as a letter-size envelope with the assignments for the day and week.  
Administrative support from institutional leadership will also be needed (Bond, 
Cason & Gray, 2015). In fact, administrative support will be important at any school that 
chooses to host the series of training. I would seek the approval of the Chief of 
Administration and Student Affairs, the Chief of Admission and Enrolled Strategy, and 
all academic departments and administrative offices that employ Enrollment Services 
Coaches. The potential participants will be selected by their supervisors, and they will 
receive an inter-department invitation to participate in the training.  
Potential Barriers and Potential Solutions to Barriers 
I anticipate several potential barriers; first, the timeframe for holding the sessions 
might conflict with other obligations administrators and staff members may have during 
the week. The amount of lead time may be an issue, since the institution’s budget is 
prepared in the spring. The training proposal would have to be considered into the 
institutional budget no later than December, 2019. The allocation of financial resources to 
pay for the training and the priorities of the institutions is another potential barrier. 
Further, it is possibile that the funds for the training may not be available, which would 
also be another potential barrier.  
The program consists of 3.5 days of training sessions for a total of 24 hours, and 
each participant will have to clear his or her calendar to attend the sessions. Another 
potential barrier is deciding which staff from the departments should attend the sessions, 
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since the departments cannot be left totally untended. However, participants will have to 
invest almost 3.5 days away from their daily tasks, which ultimately will be beneficial to 
students. Finally, the availability of space and number of occupants that could occupy the 
space could also be potential barriers.  
Because administrators and staff have demanding schedules and workloads, and 
they are predominantly full-time employees, I will schedule appointments with the 
supervisors of the departments to ascertain the significance of the barriers. Having a good 
rapport with the departments will enable me to create the right strategies to promote the 
training.  
Implementation 
Implementation of the professional development training project will take place at 
the University in the spring semester of 2019. The 3.5-day training will deliver 24 contact 
hours. The first workshop session will feature a keynote speaker, myself, and a total of 30 
participants including Promise Coaches, Enrollment Service Coaches, and Academic 
Department Coaches.  
Day 1. During the first day’s training session, administrators and staff will learn 
about each other’s backgrounds and the importance of exceptional customer service. 
They will learn about the characteristics of exceptional customer service, the common 
problems entering students encounter transitioning into college, the importance of 
listening, the elements that influence effective listening, and how active listening can 
support entering freshmen. The goals of the first-day workshop are the following:  
1. Provide everyone with an opportunity to get to know each other through ice 
breaker activities,  
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2. Make administrators and staff aware of effective customer service tools that 
can make entering freshmen students’ transition into the University easier,  
3. Make administrators and staff more aware of problems related to entering 
student success, and 
4. Optimize proven research and interactive examples during this training 
session. 
The findings from the interviews in this study indicated that entering freshmen 
students have concerns about transitioning from high school onto the campus and into the 
classroom. Participants also expressed the importance of support programs to enhance 
their academic progress. The keynote speaker, a tenured business professor, will serve as 
the workshop facilitator. His role of training administrators and staff about the 
importance of providing quality customer service to support entering freshmen students’ 
success will be a positive step in incorporating the faculty to the training. 
Day 2. On the second day, administrators and staff will learn how student 
employees fit into the mission and goals of the University. They will learn about the 
positive side of serving the public; how to address students in person, on the telephone, 
and via e-mail; how to assess situations, give referrals, or seek assistance; and how to 
lead with frontline strategies that support students in crisis. Participants will discuss the 
elements that support entering freshmen through academic remedial and developmental 
support and student services. A discussion of quality customer service will occur at the 
beginning of each session.  
One of the themes derived from the student interview process was the lack of 
support they perceived because administrators, faculty, and staff treated them like 
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children and showed no interest in listening to what they had to say. The second-day 
workshop will bring awareness to administrators and staff about the significance of 
employing effective communication skills and of having accurate knowledge of the 
University’s processes so they can enable students to navigate the University seamlessly. 
The participants also felt that administrators, staff, and faculty focused attention on the 
upper-class students and not on providing entering freshmen with the student services 
support to assist them in succeeding.  
Day 3. The third workshop session with administrators and staff attending will 
focus on communication and helping entering freshmen students understand the 
University’s enrollment process from completing their to do checklist in Admissions to 
securing financial clearance to continue their education without interruption. These issues 
emerged during the interviews with the participants as problematic. Therefore, this 
session will focus on the beginning phases of developing an action plan of best practices 
and administrators’ and staff’s support responsibilities.  
The action plan will consist of making every administrator and staff aware of the 
issues entering students encounter and increasing communication among administrators. 
Participants will be requested to focus their action plan on ideas that may improve the 
culture and communication at the University to make it more welcoming and supportive 
to entering freshmen students. Participants will list no more than four suggestions in their 
action plans. The small groups of participants will share their ideas with each other and 
discuss the feasibility of the projects and how their suggestions align with others in the 
larger group. Participants will discuss the plans and record their ideas in journals for 
discussion on workshop Day 4. The collaboration and continuity of administrators and 
157 
 
staff working together will enhance communication and increase quality customer service 
skills, active listening, and sensitivity skills toward entering freshmen students’ needs. 
Day 4. The fourth session will continue with administrators and staff 
communicating ideas about how to implement their action plans. Participants will have 
the opportunity to reflect on their action plans and on what they have learned during the 
workshop. With the participation of the administrators, staff, keynote speaker, and 
myself, stakeholders will discuss where the development of the action plans goes moving 
forward. Suggestions will be encouraged from all participants in the open forum, and a 
representative will record the results on a white board for follow-up. After the four action 
plans have been identified, they will be presented to the University stakeholders for 
consideration. The report on the University-approved action plan by the University 
stakeholders will also require acceptance of the training, and the implementation process 
can begin. A progress meeting will be held during the following semester after the action 
plan is implemented. Attendees will be University stakeholders, administrators, and 
several entering freshmen students from the previous semester. 
Roles and Responsibilities of the Researcher and Administrators 
In my role as the researcher, it will be incumbent upon me to share the study’s 
findings and the training proposal with the Chief of Administration and Student Affairs, 
Chief of Admission and Enrolled Strategy, the deans of the academic departments, the 
Dean of Students and Campus Life, and other stakeholders of the University. I will seek 
the assistance of the Associate Dean of the School of Business and Public Administration 
to request the assistance of Professor Aviles of the MBA Program as my keynote speaker 
to present training on customer service skills, and I will be responsible for the training on 
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the university’s processes. I will develop and provide all the materials, outlined in the 
potential resources, and any additional materials that will be necessary for the 
development and presentation of the training program. I will coordinate with the 
information technology department to determine the training location and the available 
dates for training. The participants will be administrators and staff from the different 
enrollment services offices as approved by the academic departmental deans and 
administrative supervisors.  
The participants will be full-time administrators and staff who work in various 
administrative areas. The participants will be active learners of the program and will also 
have the obligation to share their learning experience with their peers and immediate 
supervisors. The administrators will be responsible for continuously improving their 
techniques and applying what they learned in their day-to-day work. Once the training is 
completed, it is anticipated that all new staff will be required to participate in the training 
to be able to assist the entering students with their transition and address the students’ 
needs. Additionally, the success of the training will come to fulfillment when the 
initiatives and strategies learned during the training are completed and results are 
evaluated.  
I anticipate that once the content presented in the training is discussed and 
applied, administrators will have an opportunity to offer suggestions through the training 
assessment. Enrollment Services Directors, academic and administrative departmental 
deans, and trained staff will be key stakeholders who will initiate the implementation of 
the training for new hires. The training is intended to teach the administrative staff how to 
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instruct, lead, and guide entering freshmen students in their college transition and on to 
academic and social success.  
Administrators will learn how to academically advise students. They will learn to 
teach students how to register online, complete their financial aid applications, navigate 
and understand their student self-service accounts. In addition, the participants will 
provide feedback on their satisfaction with the training and the learning experience. 
Lastly, the participants will have the opportunity to implement changes to the 
professional development training if the participants are not meeting the outcomes of the 
program. The administrators’ ultimate mission is to motivate and encourage entering 
freshmen students and provide social, academic, and emotional support to them while 
they transition into college.  
The keynote speaker will open each session by delivering training in customer 
service during the 3.5-day training. Administrators and staff will join efforts and 
suggestions to establish a university support guide. The key stakeholders for the project 
are the University administrators who manage the institution’s resources, the 
administrators who will be the recipients of the training, and the entering freshmen 
students, who are expected to benefit from improved interactions with the administration.  
Project Evaluation Plan 
It is important to measure learning and satisfaction (Kirkpatrick, 1994; D. L. 
Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2005, 2007; J. D. Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick 2016) to improve 
the way individuals can do their work and eventually add to the goals of an institution. 
Kirkpatrick’s model encompasses four essential levels of evaluation, and each level is 
compressed with the following level. This evaluation focuses on the first level of 
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Kirkpatrick’s evaluation model of evaluating the participants’ perception of the training 
program, measuring the participants’ satisfaction, and collecting information on how the 
participants felt about the training they received, and the third level of the learning that 
measures whether or not the learned knowledge, skills, and attitudes were transferable to 
the work environment to reflect positive changes in the behavior and job performance.  
Therefore, measuring the learning that will take place is important in order to 
validate the learning objectives (Kirkpatrick, 2006). The evaluation of the training 
program will have three objectives: (a) to guarantee that the goals of each training session 
are delivered according to the initial plan by the response from the participants, (b) to 
allow participants to provide a genuine reaction regarding their satisfaction with the 
training and the learning experience, and (c) to implement changes to the professional 
development training if the participants are not receiving the intended results of the 
program. To meet these goals, a formative evaluation (Appendix A) will be administered 
after each training session and at the end of the program.  
The justification for utilizing a formative evaluation is to ensure that participants 
achieve the institution’s performance objectives (J. D. Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2016). 
According to Bernhardt (2015), faculty should have the opportunity to evaluate 
professional development training to ensure that they are invested in the content and find 
it useful. Administrators will be asked to evaluate each training by way of a brief, written 
survey (Appendix A). Evaluation questions will be open-ended. Specifically, the 
questions will investigate whether or not participants’ needs and concerns were met 
(Bayer, 2014; Bernhardt, 2015). The evaluation will also determine whether the 
participants felt the training led to changes in their perspectives (Saleem et al., 2014; 
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Zwart et al., 2015). Finally, the results of the evaluations will be shared with the college 
administrators. The goal of these presentations is to begin a conversation on how 
administrators could implement more effective approaches of incorporating instruction 
into their roles to help entering freshmen students succeed in graduating.  
Implications for Social Change 
The implications for social change associated with this program include the 
support of students to become better prepared college graduates who will be successful 
professionals, innovative thinkers, and productive employees. This project could have 
long-lasting effects since it will benefit college graduates, local companies, and the local 
community. Local companies may be more productive and competitive in the global 
market since employees will have better professional and personal skills. It is anticipated 
that entering freshmen students who earn a degree will be better prepared academically 
and socially and consequently be more effective and engaged citizens. The next section 
of this report includes a discussion of (a) project strengths and limitations, (b) 
recommended alternative approaches, (c) reflections, and (d) applications, conclusions, 
and directions for future research. 
This project focused on addressing the factors and influences that challenged 
entering freshmen students, both socially and academically, as they transitioned into their 
first year of study at a mid-sized private university in the southeastern United States. This 
problem affected entering freshmen students’ retention and their potential to earn a 
college degree and obtain above minimal earnings in the work environment. The findings 
of the study provided substantial confirmation that measures need to be taken to properly 
train administrators on how they can make a difference in entering freshmen students’ 
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decision to continue their studies or leave the university. The study’s findings provided 
the rationale and basis for the professional development training, as participants indicated 
that administrators had significant impact on their attitudes and decisions to persist. 
Therefore, a few initiatives were taken into consideration before designing the 
professional development training for administrators. The administrative professional 
development program was the best choice since a large number of students can be 
impacted if more administrators are exposed and have access to the training. 
Once administrators have attended the professional development training, they 
will be equipped to help entering freshmen students make wiser decisions about whether 
they continue their education or leave the University. The case study site operates under a 
performance-based funding model that makes it imperative to retain and graduate this 
large and susceptible student population.  
Several potential social changes may result if this project is implemented in the 
University. The knowledge can be used to construct strategic plans, interventions, and 
programs that can be systemically implemented to increase the opportunity for student 
academic success, increase freshmen retention, and optimize institutional resources. 
These changes could further lead to the development of effective educational 
administrative training that provides administrators with tools to actively engage entering 
freshmen socially and academically.  
This project also has implications for the local community. The university serves 
a high-need community in which large numbers of entering freshmen students lack the 
education and skills needed to earn a more-than-minimal wage. More in-depth 
preparations and training for administrators will increase their thoughts, views, and 
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knowledge to apply new pedagogical skills fostering reflection based on feedback. This 
design aligned with those described in the literature, in particular with a framework 
proposed by Amundsen and Wilson (2012) and Taylor and Znajda (2015). 
Implementation could further lead to the development of effective educational practices, 
thereby increasing the institution’s internal and external competitive position in a global 
industry (Sparkman et al., 2012; Tinto, 2005; 2012). Therefore, students who have 
graduated from college could gain access to better jobs opportunities.  
Another expectation for social change is that college graduates will become more 
capable professionals; consequently, their employers will be able to contribute to a more 
vigorous economy. This project could lead to the development of effective educational 
practice. The success of this project in the local private university could serve as a model 
to be implemented in other higher educational institutions. 
The results of the project study will be presented to the Chief of Administration 
and Student Affairs and the Chief of Admission and Enrolled Strategy, the deans of the 
academic and administrative departments, Deans of Students and Campus Life at the 
local private university. The goal of these presentations will be to instigate a conversation 
about how administrators could implement more effective approaches and incorporate 
instruction into their role to help entering freshmen students persist to graduation.  
Conclusion 
Section 3 described the rationale, the goals, the literature review, the 
implementation strategies, and a descriptive outline of a 24-hour comprehensive training 
program for administrators. This program is the proposed project for administrators’ 
development; the overarching goal is to improve and emphasize administrators’ roles in 
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assisting entering students. The content goals of the professional development training 
program for administrators are (a) to make administrators aware of their role in the 
development of entering freshmen students, (b) to increase administrators’ awareness of 
the importance of entering freshmen students’ retention and employability, and (c) to 
identify and apply teaching strategies to integrate and cultivate learning into their roles as 
administrators. The literature review provided a significant background on what 
strategies professionals in higher education have implemented to help entering freshmen 
students succeed in college, the implications of these strategies, and the results of these 
different initiatives. 
Some of the potential barriers for the implementation of the program were the 
availability of administrators who have full-time commitments to the University to attend 
a 24-hour training, the allocation of financial resources to pay for the training, and the 
priorities of the leaders of the institution regarding training and professional 
development. Evaluation of the professional development will be conducted after each 
training session, and I will suggest that the University perform another evaluation after 
the administrators have implemented any of the initiatives to support entering freshmen 
students. This section also described the implications for social change associated with 
this program, such as better prepared college graduates who will be more successful 
professionals, more innovative thinkers, and more productive employees. The next 
section of this study will include a discussion of (a) reflections and conclusions; (b) 
project strengths and limitations; (c) recommendations for alternative approaches; (d) 
scholarship, project development, and leadership and change; (e) the importance of the 
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions  
This section includes the final components of this study, including reflections, 
conclusions, project strengths and limitations, ways to address the problem, and 
recommendations for alternative approaches. As the researcher conducting this study, I 
share my thoughts on how this project has allowed me to grow as a scholar, a 
professional in higher education, and a community leader. This learning experience has 
shown me new ways to play an active role to initiate social change in my local 
community. This section concludes with recommendations for future research.  
Project Strengths and Limitations 
Various strengths were evident in this project. In addition to describing the 
strengths of this study addressing entering freshmen needs on transitioning from high 
school to college, it is also necessary to recognize the barriers to supporting entering first-
year students. The first strength of this project was its ability to address the problem 
identified in Section 1. The entering first-year students who participated in the study 
reported that not feeling a sense of belonging and experiencing isolation affected their 
decision to withdraw from college and affected their success and professional growth. 
The students also reported that higher educational institutions could create and offer 
training to assist administrators in helping first-year students achieve a smoother 
transition and provide them with a sense of belonging. Previous researchers concurred 
that one of the primary predictors of students’ persistence is a sense of belonging and 
inclusion (Crosta, 2014; Mertes & Hoover, 2014; Moschetti & Hudley, 2015; Reeves, 
2016; Tinto, 1975).  
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The second strength of the project was its adaptability; each higher educational 
institution could adopt multiple solutions based on their individual financial resources 
and the availability and capability of their administrators (Moschetti & Hudley, 2015; 
Wild & Ebbers, 2002; Windham et al., 2014). The third strength of this project was that 
the professional development training for administrators and staff may prepare the 
participants with knowledge on the subject matter that leads to a better student-university 
relationship, which may contribute to the students’ success. Finally, this project may 
benefit not only the administration and staff but also entering first-year students. The 
administration may also work more cohesively after learning how to collaborate to 
support entering students’ acculturation.  
Two of the most significant limitations of this professional development training 
were the length of the training and the cost of the training. A 24-hour professional 
development training will be a very demanding project if it is delivered in 1 week. 
Therefore, to provide another option, I will offer the participants the possibility of 
providing the training sessions once a week on a specified day, instead of clustering all 
the training in one week. Also, the training becomes more expensive if I take into 
consideration that the keynote speaker may need lodging accommodations. Nonetheless, 
the cost of the training should be viewed as a lifetime investment that benefits the 
institution, administration, faculty, and the students, who are the main reasons the 
institution must strive to be competitive.  
The strategy to remediate these possible implementation obstacles will be to start 
working in advance with the chief of administration and student affairs, the chief of 
admission and enrolled strategy, the deans of the academic and administrative 
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departments, and the deans of students and campus life before the annual budget is 
approved for the upcoming fiscal year. Moreover, I will share the results of the study 
with department deans, administrative deans, and directors. It will be important to 
demonstrate based on the findings of the study that a real need exists to improve the 
retention of entering first-year students. Social change may be possible if local leaders 
and educational administrators take an active role in helping to implement effective 
solutions to prepare entering first-year students with a smooth transition into college and 
to support their persistence to graduation.  
Recommendations for Alternative Approaches  
Various options exist to address the research problem, according to the findings 
that emerged from the study. The appropriate solution for each institution will depend on 
the institution’s interests and current orientation programs that focus on entering first-
year students’ acculturation. The findings from this study support the recommendation to 
develop a training that allows administrators and staff to master the concept of educating 
entering first-year students, as well as learn about the different methodologies to 
incorporate the learning skills. This solution may be effective because more 
administrators will be trained; therefore, more students may benefit. Further, the value of 
this approach is that administrators and staff may be able to incorporate the lessons from 
the training without disrupting any existing first-year orientation programs or course 
content topics.  
An alternative approach would be to revise the university’s first-year orientation 
program, which includes entering first-year student orientation and convocation, an 
enrollment coach, and a peer mentor. This holistic onboarding approach presents 
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extensive opportunities to connect and retain entering first-year students and set them on 
an early path to success. A third possibility would be to extend the conversations around 
entering first-year students’ retention to the entire institution. Although commuter 
students’ college experiences take place in the classroom, numerous interactions occur 
outside of the classroom that may influence commuters’ sense of belonging. The 
participants in this study identified administrators, faculty, peers, advisors, coaches, and 
deans who impacted them in significant way; therefore, enhancing students’ cocurricular 
experiences and social experiences may be a worthwhile investment. All of these 
approaches may positively affect entering first-year students.  
Scholarship, Project Development, and Leadership and Change 
Because of this project, I have learned to be more analytical. I have challenged 
myself and others in the reasoning process. When a professional discussion arises with 
my coworkers, I can articulate logical arguments based on real and academically 
supported facts. I see myself as a more self-assured person because this educational 
program has increased my confidence and knowledge. When working with students, I 
feel that I can provide them with critical and well thought-out guidance and support 
regarding their professional and personal expectations. Colleagues from various academic 
departments have assisted me in developing and writing this study and have helped me 
identify the strengths and weaknesses of my critical thinking and analytical skills. Due to 
my chairperson’s mentorship, I have become a much better writer and have been able to 
overcome many of the obstacles that affected my scholarly writing.  
During this program, I have had the opportunity to meet phenomenal individuals 
who were my classmates and who have earned their doctoral degrees. They have become 
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not only my classmates but also my role models, friends, and mentors who have helped 
me along this journey. Their support and persistence challenged me, and because of their 
accomplishments and encouragement, I have continued this journey. Walden University 
empowered me with exceptional leadership skills and a broader view of higher education. 
Because my leadership skills have improved through this program, I feel more 
knowledgeable to perform complex assignments and professional projects. This study has 
benefited me, my church, my coworkers, my organization, and the local community.  
Before I began my doctoral journey, I did not have any experience developing a 
project. When I began working on this project, it was difficult to realize the extent of the 
work. It was difficult because I did not know where to start. I remembered reading in my 
earlier course work that scholars who publish their work use other scholars’ works to 
build the foundation for their research. I looked at several researchers’ projects, and 
although the subject matter was different from mine, I began to formulate a pattern for 
writing my drafts. I divided the project into sections to make it more manageable.  
The findings of the study and the literature review provided me with a foundation 
from which to develop this professional development training. This procedure was a good 
example for me to follow, and I knew the meaning of citing and using ideas from other 
scholars’ works. I took several factors into consideration to develop this project, 
including required resources, participants, content of training, the benefits of the training, 
the potential barriers, and the demographics of the local community.  
I thought it would be important to develop a program in which participants would 
have an opportunity to learn, discuss, and apply the theories and methodologies they 
learned. I produced a training content that I expect will be appropriate for the participants 
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and the students they serve. I developed the program based on what I learned from the 
participants and the needs of educators, college students, and local companies. After my 
challenging start in becoming a developer, my acquired skills have made me a confident 
developer from whom students, staff, faculty, and coworkers may benefit. It is gratifying 
to have a draft of a training program because it represents my proposed solution to the 
problem of entering first-year student attrition. I also see this training as my personal 
contribution to other professionals in higher education and to college students.  
Reflection on the Importance of the Work 
When I began this doctoral journey, I had no idea what it took to become a 
scholar until I began communicating with my classmates and following the advice of my 
committee chair and second committee member. The most important lessons this project 
taught me are discipline, patience, perseverance, gratitude, and humility. I learned to 
follow the advice I shared with my nephew and sister-in-law (both of whom recently 
graduated with their doctoral degrees), students on campus, and my work colleagues: get 
organized, establish a routine, develop a plan of action, and follow it. Most important, I 
learned to dedicate at least 3 hours a day to working. These strategies have served me 
well throughout this journey, especially while writing this section of my project study and 
after losing my mom to cancer 4 hours before 2018.  
It was necessary to apply my time management and organizational skills to 
accomplish the day-to-day tasks of family, work, church, and study. Most of my reading 
took place on the trains riding to and from work. Persistence was one of the most 
significant lessons I learned during the research project after I lost my mom toward the 
end of this journey and one of my favorite uncles battled amputation of his right leg and 
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almost lost the left leg. Many nights I was working on my capstone study when the sun 
came up. Often my immediate family had to travel without me or not travel at all to stay 
home and support me. Many weekends and nights we stayed home because I needed to 
work on finding articles to support my writing. In addition, I had begun looking for a new 
job. Due to the high demands of my job and the stress level, there were many nights I did 
not get home until after 12:00 a.m., not to mention riding public transportation to get 
home.  
Additionally, getting students to reply to my interview request took over a 
semester, and I had to request a revision from the IRB to incorporate another semester to 
the study due to not having a sufficient number of students respond to my e-mail. I found 
out that many of the students did not read their e-mails, and they were more inclined to 
use a different social media source such as Twitter, Instagram, or the like. Nonetheless, I 
learned how to remain optimistic despite all the barriers and uncertainties.  
The interview process helped me to become a better listener and to be more 
patient and more communicative. Asking the right questions at the right time is one of the 
most valuable strategies to get students to open up and trust you. My first interview set 
the stage for the remaining interviews. The first interview lasted almost an hour. I wanted 
to interrupt the participant; however, she was so involved in sharing her perspective on 
her experience at the university, and I could not find myself putting a limitation on the 
meeting. The note taking after the interviews helped me identify nonverbal 
communication that particpants expressed through body language and facial expressions. 
These nonverbal messages provided me with valuable information during data collection.  
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The data analysis was another interesting exercise during which I learned how to 
be impartial and reduce biases. It was very difficult to separate myself from the study; 
therefore, I asked the associate director of enrollment services, who is also studying for 
her doctoral degree and had research experience in higher education, to read the findings 
once my paper was complete. She assisted me in detecting potential expressions and texts 
that conveyed any type of bias. Also, by allowing participants to read the summary of 
their interviews and add changes, I was able to increase the accuracy and credibility of 
the information.  
Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research  
The significance of this project was identifying the needs of entering first-year 
students as they transitioned from high school to college and to successful careers. The 
training program may enable administrators and staff to serve entering first-year students 
in a more holistic manner; the result may be that more students complete their college 
degrees and become valuable and educated employees. The training could also increase 
administrators’ awareness of how much they positively impact the progression of college 
students as future employees and industry leaders. Consequently, companies may grow 
faster and be more competitive. If companies are more productive as a consequence of 
highly educated employees, these companies could positively affect the economy of the 
entire geographical area. These potential positive outcomes could benefit college students 
and future employees. Also, for higher education leaders, the success of their college 
graduates could be seen as their own success due to their institution’s delivering a more 
effective academic and social training with the focus of sustaining freshmen from the 
beginning to the end of their study.  
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The focus of this project was addressing the transition and acculturation of 
entering freshmen students from a medium-sized, private, four-year university in the 
southeastern United States; the problem of attrition affects students’ potential ability to 
earn a degree and their position and performance in the work environment and society. 
The results of the study provided generalized knowledge and insight into how students in 
the Promise Program described and reflected on their freshmen college transition at the 
institution.  
The study provided comprehensive and meaningful knowledge regarding the 
factors and influences that served as challenges or assisted entering freshmen students in 
having a seamless social and academic transition into the college environment. Hearing 
about the problems entering freshmen students encountered in transitioning from high 
school to college and their revelation that they received very limited support, I anticipated 
that the training would greatly improve communications between administrators, staff, 
and students, allowing improved support for entering students seeking a college degree. 
The findings of the study provided significant evidence that measures needed to be taken 
to better prepare administrators and staff to serve entering freshmen students holistically. 
Therefore, I considered several initiatives before deciding to design an administrative 
professional development training for administrators and staff. The holistic professional 
development training was the best choice since a large number of students can be 
impacted if more administrators have access to the training.  
Previous researchers (Baptiste, 1999; Nicholls, 2014; Watson & Taylor, 1998) in 
various debates related to professional development and the learning society expressed 
the thought that change is evitable and endless. Professional development can be used as 
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one means of learning and a way in which administrators and staff can understand the 
need for the training (Bayer, 2014; Fitzgerald, Burns, Sonka, Furco, & Swanson, 2012; 
Nicholls, 2014; Vu, Cao, Vu, & Cepero, 2014) to assist entering freshmen. Thus, the 
University may benefit from helping entering students to achieve their academic 
standards once the training has been implemented. The expectation for social change is 
that prepared graduates will add to the existing population of knowledgeable 
professionals; consequently, their employers will be able to contribute to a more dynamic 
economy. Hopefully, the students who become community leaders will be better able to 
engage with the local population to address societal issues and produce positive social 
change. The success of this project in the local private University could serve as a model 
to be implemented in other higher education institutions. There will always be room for 
improvement, regardless of how a training may initially support a community, based on 
the evolving diversity and cultural differences of communities and society. Finally, the 
results of the project study will be presented to the administrators of the local private 
University.  
Conclusion 
The focus of Section 4 was to present a reflection on the study and the alternative 
approaches to address the problem. Also, it included the strengths and limitations of the 
suggested project and my self-reflections as a scholar, practioner, and project developer. I 
took a personal interest in presenting my reflections for this study because I saw how 
entering freshmen students were withdrawing or simply not returning for their second 
semester and how they struggled with receiving the right support at the University.  
176 
 
Significant changes in the way colleges and universities assist entering freshmen 
students can happen only if higher educational leaders are willing to evaluate current 
academic and social practices at the campus. An ongoing assessment of what is being 
taught and learned at colleges and universities is required to empower college students 
for the challenges ahead with the evolving job industry. Ongoing professional 
development training must focus on the development, attraction, and retention of entering 
freshmen students. The learning could become an integral class component that is 
attached to the freshmen learning communities, orientations, and academic development 
process.  
Further, administrators and staff at the University have an important role in 
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Appendix A: Professional Development Administrators and 
Staff Training Workshop 
Facilitators: Dr. Aviles and Margaret Nelson 
Day 1 - Session 1 (7.0 hours) 
Learning Objectives 
The learning objectives are formulated to help participants:  
• understand the importance of exceptional customer service 
• be able to identify the characteristics of exceptional customer service 
• develop a student-centered approach and culture around customer service 
• be able to identify at least three common problems entering freshmen possibly 
would encounter transitioning from high school to college 
• Bring awareness to administrators and staff about the importance of listening 
• Identify elements that influence listening 
• Discuss how administrators and staff can support entering freshmen students 
utilizing active listening  
Training Resources and Materials 
• Large classroom with round tables and seating for 30 participants 
• Sound system, screen, data projector, laptop and PowerPoint – 45 slides 
• Video camera 
• White board with markers and eraser 
• Microphone 
• 30 name tags 
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• 30 notepads/journals (3-hole punched) 
• 30 pens, pencils, and highlighters 
• 30 binders 
• 30 sets of handouts of the PowerPoint Presentation (3-hold punched) 
• 30 training agendas 
• 30 evaluation forms 
• 30 envelopes with the classroom activity forms 
Training Agenda 
• Welcome remarks, participant introduction, dissemination of day one materials  
• Training objectives 
• Video: Front Desk First Impression Nordstrom’s Customer Service Tips 
• Small Group Table Discussion (Customer Service) 
• Large Group Table Discussion (Customer Service) 
• Break 
• Video: Freshmen’s video on Loneliness of College Transition” 
• Listening Exercise “Whispers” 
• Small Group Table Discussion (Active Listening) 
• Large Group Discussions (Active Listening) 
• Lunch Break 
• Video: “Transitions: Are You Ready? The College Transition” 
• Small Group Discussion (College Transition & strategies to Support Success) 




• Q & A Session, Reflections of the Day Training 
• Review of Training 
• Complete the Evaluation Form  
Day 1 - Lesson Plan  
Time Description 
8:30 am – 10:00 am  • Workshop Registration 
• Facilitators introduction  
• Administrators and staff introduction (name, years at the 
University, brief description on their work area, and 
expectations on the training) 
•  Participants will be provided with the needed training 
information 
 
The facilitators will discuss an overview of the first day workshop and the 
purpose of the training: 
 
Ground rules will be discussed, and a hard copy of the rules will be 
provided in the PowerPoint Presentation  
 
 Group activities are time sensitive 
 Be respectful of colleagues’ opinions 
 Discussion are about experiences and are not about 
specific individuals 
 
• Foundation of Customer Service  
• Quick tools to use for exceptional customer service 
 What are some characteristics of exceptional customer 
service?  
 The definitions of exceptional customer service  
 What are the value of demonstrating exceptional 
customer service? 
 Why is exceptional customer service important? 
 
Video: “Front Desk First Impressions”  
http://www.ahlei.org Educational Institute 
10:00 am- 10:30 am Small Group Table Discussion 
Each small group will select one individual to take the group notes and a 
spokesperson to speak on behalf of the small group to the larger group.  
 
Participants will discuss the contents of the Loneliness of College 
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Transition video with the following in mind:  
 
• What stuck out most to you about the video 
• Do you feel entering freshmen students at the university have 
similar encounters? 
• How did you feel after watching the video? 
• How do you think we can make our entering freshmen student 
have a more positive experience? 
• Was this an objective presentation?  
10:30 am - 10:45 am  Morning Break 
10:45 am - 11:15 am Large Group Table Discussion 
The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators and staff. The 
flip chart will be used to communicate with the entire group discussing 
what the small groups were assigned and focusing on recognizing 
interpersonal skills that may enhance communicating styles with 
 
• the importance of exceptional customer service and being 
sensitive to entering freshmen students’ needs.  
• The value of demonstrating exceptional customer service 
• Ways of demonstrating exceptional customer service  
An introduction of how delivering exceptional customer service requires 
active listening, and the role it plays in enhancing entering freshmen 
student communication  




This video will emphasize the importance of listening to and recognizing 
students struggle in acculturating onto the college campus. We can never 
know enough about the students and their needs.  
11:30 am – 12:00 am Listening Exercise “Whispers” 
The Whispers exercise demonstrates the necessity of validating the 
information received from participants (Skills Converged, 2015). 
 
Individuals will line up and whisper two messages, one at the beginning, 
and one at the end of the participant line. While this takes place, the 
facilitator will play distracting music to create some confusion.  
As soon as the message reaches the final individual, he/she asks the 
originator of the message to repeat it for verification and accuracy.  
This activity will demonstrate to the participants a lack of concentration 
when communicating with student veterans, and bring awareness about 
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how they can improve their active listening skills. 
Participants will go to their respective small groups and discuss the 
results of the “Whispers” activity and keep notes for feedback.  
12:00 pm – 1:00 pm Lunch Break 
1:00 am – 1:30 pm Small Group Discussion on Active Listening  
• What experiences did you identify from the video and the 
exercise that may apply to your listening skills? 
• Have you ever just allowed a freshmen student to express his or 
her problem as it relates to internal or external issues without 
interrupting their conversation?  
• Do you think active listening is an acquired skill? 
• Do you think entering freshmen are faced with new challenges 
and needs as they enter a new environment? 
 
Serving the entering student in your role as administrators and staff, 
active listening is importance to be able to recognize homesickness, 
loneliness, and anxiety and how to properly assist the student.  
1:30 pm – 2:00 pm Large Group Discussion on Active Listening 
 The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators and staff. The 
flip chart will be used to communicate with the entire group discussing 
what the small groups were assigned and focusing on: learning how to 
listen to the student, as opposed to providing an answer.  
2:00 pm – 2:30 pm • Entering students’ transitions to the campus 
• Understanding how administrators and staff fit into the mission 
and goal of the university 
 
Video: “Transitions: Are You Ready? The College Transition” 
This video will emphasize the importance of communicating, sensitivity, 
understanding what entering freshmen encountered while transitioning 
into college.  
2:30 pm – 3:00 pm Small Group Discussion 
  
• Identify three strategies to assist entering student transition  
• Identify three ways to stay connected to the student 
• Identify four ways to build student trust in you having their 
best interest at stake 
3:00 pm – 3:15 pm Afternoon Break 
3:15pm – 3:45 pm Large Group Discussion on Strategies to Support Entering 
Freshmen Success  
 The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators and staff. The 
flip chart will be used to communicate with the entire group discussing 
what the small groups were assigned and focusing on: building the 
student trust and confident in the administrator /staff 
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3:45 pm – 4:30 pm Q and A Session 
Reflections of the day training. 
• Reflect on appropriate approaches to incorporate active 
listening 
• Record reflections in the journal.  
4:30 pm – 5:00 pm • Introduce the Agenda for the Third Day Training 








Please respond to the effectiveness of 









Overall usefulness of training     
Training could be useful in my job 
duties 
    
Organization of training     
Topics were presented in a timely 
manner 
    
Activities were easily understood     
Workshop training materials were 
effective 
    
     Please respond to the effectiveness of 
the presentation goals 
    
Presenter was experienced in customer 
service training 
    
Training subject matter was 
interesting 
    
Clearly understood the presentation of 
materials 
    
Your questions were effectively 
answered 
    
The atmosphere created engagement 
with participants 
    
     How would you rate this training 
session? 
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Professional Development Administrators and Staff Training Workshop 
Facilitators: Dr. Aviles and Margaret Nelson 
Day 2 - Session 2 (7.0 hours) 
Learning Objectives 
At the end of the second day workshop, administrators and staff will: 
• Identify how student employees fit into the mission and goals of the institution 
• Understand the positive side of serving the public 
• Learn quick tools to use for conflict management 
• Learn how to address in person, phone and email issues with the highest level of 
customer service even in complex situations 
• Learn how to say no effectively 
• Learn how to assess situations, give referrals or seek assistance as appropriate 
• Leave with frontline strategies that support students, faculty, and staff in crisis 
Training Agenda 
• Facilitators: Review of Agenda 
• Dissemination of day two materials  
• Training objectives 
• Video: Front Desk First Impression Nordstrom’s Customer Service Tips 
• Small Group Table Discussion (Customer Service) 
• Large Group Table Discussion (Customer Service) 
• Break 
• Video: Freshmen’s video on Loneliness of College Transition” 
241 
 
• Listening Exercise “Whispers” 
• Small Group Table Discussion (Active Listening) 
• Large Group Discussions (Active Listening) 
• Lunch Break 
• Video: “Transitions: Are You Ready? The College Transition” 
• Small Group Discussion (College Transition & strategies to Support Success) 
• Large Group Discussion (College Transition & Strategies to Support Success) 
• Break 
• Q & A Session, Reflections of the Day Training 
• Review of Training 
• Complete the Evaluation Form  
Training Resources and Materials 
• Large classroom with round tables and seating for 30 participants 
• Sound system, screen, data projector, laptop and PowerPoint – 45 slides 
• Video camera 
• White board with markers and eraser 
• Microphone 
• 30 name tags 
• 30 pens, pencils, and highlighters 
• 30 sets of handouts of the PowerPoint Presentation (3-hold punched) 
• 30 training agendas  
• 30 evaluation forms 
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Day 2 - Lesson Plan  
Time Description 
8:30 am – 10:00 am  • Workshop Registration  
• Recap of first day training 
• Open floor discussion for any after thoughts that 
was not shared during the first day Q &A  
• Participants will be provided with the needed 
training information 
The facilitators will discuss an overview of the second day 
workshop and the purpose of today’s training: 
 
• Understanding how administrators and staff fit into 
the mission and goal of the university 
 
Video: “When the Phone Rings: Telephone Skills for Better 
Service” http://www.kantola.com?When-the-Phone... 
 
The facilitator will discuss elements that support entering 
freshmen student success:  
10:00 am- 10:30 am  
Video: Reduction of Summer Melt 2:27 
http://success.gsu.edu/initiatives/reduction-of-summer-
melt/  
Intervening Early 1:58 
http://success.gsu.edu/approach/ 
 
These two videos will emphasize the techniques used to 
increase entering student retention.  
 
Exercise #1 
In the Shoes of the Student-Customer 
10:30 am – 10:45 am Morning Break 
10:45 am – 11:15 am Small Group Table Discussion 
Each small group will select a new individual to take the 
group notes and a new spokesperson to speak on behalf of 
the small group to the larger group.  
 
Participants will discuss the contents of the videos and 
identify positive ways of impacting students’ transition to 
the college environment.  
• How did you feel after watching the video? 
• What are some of the positive attributes of serving 
the public? 
• How do you think we can make our entering 
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freshmen student have a more positive experience? 
• What do students worry about? (p.16) 
11:15 am – 11:30 am Video 
11:30 am – 12:00 pm Large Group Table Discussion 
The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators 
and staff. The flip chart will be used to communicate with 
the entire group discussing what the small groups were 
assigned and broadening the discussion to be more inclusive 
to promote student transition and success. Participants will 




• Personal Awareness and abilities 
• Leave with frontline strategies that support 
students, faculty, and staff in crisis.  
• Learn how to assess situations 
 
The discussion will lead into academic, and student services 
support 
  
• Group learning, peer mentoring 
Active listening and its role in enhancing entering freshmen 
student education will also be a topic for discussion.  
12:00 pm – 1:00 pm Facilitator Continue to Discuss Elements That Support 
Entering Freshmen Student Success 
 
The story behind GPS Advising 2:48  
http://success.gsu.edu/initiatives/gps-advising/ 
 
This video will emphasize how relevant and important 
academic remedial and development support and student 
services as it relates to supporting entering freshmen 
students  
1:00 pm – 1:30 pm Small  
The group will discuss the contents of the Success Student 
Video with the following in mind:  
 
• Learning Communities, Summer Bridge Programs 
• Mentoring 
 Peer mentoring 
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 Faculty and staff mentoring 
 Group Learning 
 
• Advising 
 Proactive advising 
 Early academic progress and warning 
monitoring 
1:30 pm – 2:00 pm Large Group Discussion on Academic and Student Services 
Support 
The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators 
and staff. The small group will assemble back into the large 
group and each small group spokesperson with primarily 
represent their group during the large group discussion. The 
flip chart will be used to communicate with the entire group 
discussing what the small groups were assigned and focusing 
on: 
 
• Bringing creative ideas to the discussion for possible 
remedies to the problem areas 
• Discuss the feasibility of the ideas or solutions  
 
2:00 pm – 2:30 pm Lunch Break 
2:30 pm – 3:00 pm The facilitator will discuss elements that support entering 
freshmen student success: 
• Academic Remedial and Developmental Support 
 Learning Communities 
 Summer Bridge Programs 
 Mentoring 
 Advising 
• Student Services Support 
 Peer mentoring 
 Memory and concentration skill building 
 Early academic progress and warning 
monitoring  
 Freshmen Seminar Courses 
 Faculty and staff mentoring 
 Group learning 
 Proactive Advising 
 
3:00 pm – 3:15 pm Afternoon Break 
3:15 pm – 3:45 pm Large Group Discussion on Active Listening 
 The facilitators will lead the discussion for administrators 
and staff. The flip chart will be used to communicate with 
the entire group discussing what the small groups were 
assigned and focusing on 
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3:45 pm – 4:30 pm Q and A Session 
Reflections of the day training. 
• Reflect on appropriate approaches to incorporate 
active listening 
• Record reflections in the journal 
4:30 pm - 5:00 pm • Introduce the agenda for the third day training 
• Complete the Evaluation Form 
 
Day 2 - Reference  
Beaty-O’Farrell, M. E., & Johnson, F. W. (2010). Using supportive team building to 
promote improved instruction, student achievement, and collaboration in an urban 
professional development school. School-University Partnerships, 4(1), 56-64. 
Day 2 - Evaluation 
Date: ___________________ 
Please respond to the effectiveness of the 









Overall usefulness of training     
Training could be useful in my job duties     
Organization of training     
Topics were presented in a timely manner     
Activities were easily understood     
Workshop training materials were effective     
     Please respond to the effectiveness of the 
presentation goals 
    
Presenter was experienced in customer service 
training 
    
Training subject matter was interesting     
Clearly understood the presentation of 
materials 
    




The atmosphere created engagement with 
participants 
    
     
How would you rate this training session?     
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Professional Development Administrators and Staff Training Workshop 
Facilitators: Dr. Aviles and Margaret Nelson 
Day 3 - Session 3 (7.0 hours) 
Learning Objectives 
At the end of the second day workshop, administrators and staff will: 
• Identify how student employees fit into the mission and goals of the institution 
• Understand the positive side of serving the public 
• Learn quick tools to use for conflict management 
• Learn how to address in person, phone and email issues with the highest level of 
customer service even in complex situations 
• Learn how to say no effectively 
• Learn how to assess situations, give referrals or seek assistance as appropriate 
• Leave with frontline strategies that support students, faculty, and staff in crisis 
Training Agenda 
• Facilitators: Review of Agenda 
• Small Group Table Discussion 
• Break  
• Large Group Table Discussion 
• Lunch Break 
• Video:  




• Second Day Workshop Review 
• Complete Evaluation Forms 
Training Resources and Materials 
• Large classroom with round tables and seating for 30 participants 
• Sound system, screen, data projector, laptop and PowerPoint – 45 slides 
• Video camera 
• White board with markers and eraser 
• Microphone 
• 30 name tags 
• 30 pens, pencils, and highlighters 
• 30 sets of handouts of the PowerPoint Presentation (3-hold punched) 
• 30 training agendas  
• 30 evaluation forms 
• 30 envelopes with the classroom activity forms 
Day 3 - Lesson Plan 
Time Description 
8:30 am – 10:00 am  • Workshop Registration 
• Facilitators introduction and review of first day agenda 
• Participants will be provided with the needed training 
information 
The facilitators will discuss an overview of the first day workshop and 
the purpose of today’s training: 
 
Video: “Nordstrom Customer Service Tips” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=56m5CtJpTR4 
 
The facilitator will discuss elements that support entering freshmen 
student success: 
• Academic Remedial and Developmental Support 
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 Learning Communities 
 Summer Bridge Programs 
 Mentoring 
 Advising 
• Student Services Support 
 Peer mentoring 
 Memory and concentration skill building 
 Early academic progress and warning monitoring  
 Freshmen Seminar Courses 
 Faculty and staff mentoring 
 Group learning 
 Proactive Advising  
10:00 am- 10:45 am  
Video: Reduction of Summer Melt 2:27 
http://success.gsu.edu/initiatives/reduction-of-summer-melt/  
Intervening Early 1:58 
http://success.gsu.edu/approach/ 
 
These two videos will emphasize the techniques used to increase 
entering student retention.  
 
Exercise #1 
In the Shoes of the Student-Customer 
9:45 am – 10:15 am Small Group Table Discussion 
Each small group will select a new individual to take the group notes 
and a new spokesperson to speak on behalf of the small group to the 
larger group.  
 
Participants will discuss the contents of the videos and identify 
positive ways of impacting students’ transition to the college 
environment.  
 
• How did you feel after watching the video? 
• What are some of the positive attributes of serving the public? 
• How do you think we can make our entering freshmen student 
have a more positive experience? 
• What do students worry about? (p.16) 
10:15 am – 10:45 am Large Group Table Discussion 
The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators and staff. 
The flip chart will be used to communicate with the entire group 
discussing what the small groups were assigned and broadening the 
discussion to be more inclusive to promote student transition and 






• Personal Awareness and abilities 
• Leave with frontline strategies that support students, faculty, 
and staff in crisis.  
• Learn how to assess situations 
 
The discussion will lead into academic, and student services support 
  
• Group learning, peer mentoring 
• Active listening and its role in enhancing entering freshmen 
student education will also be a topic for discussion.  
10:45 am - 11:00 am Morning Break 
11:00 am - 11:30 am Facilitator Continue to Discuss Elements That Support Entering 
Freshmen Student Success 
 
The story behind GPS Advising 2:48  
http://success.gsu.edu/initiatives/gps-advising/ 
 
This video will emphasize how relevant and important academic 
remedial and development support and student services as it relates 
to supporting entering freshmen students  
11:30 am - 12:00 pm Small  
The group will discuss the contents of the Success Student Video with 
the following in mind:  
 
• Learning Communities, Summer Bridge Programs 
• Mentoring 
 Peer mentoring 
 Faculty and staff mentoring 
 Group Learning 
 
• Advising 
 Proactive advising 
 Early academic progress and warning monitoring 
12:00 pm- 12:30 pm Large Group Discussion on Academic and Student Services Support 
The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators and staff. 
The small group will assemble back into the large group and each small 
group spokesperson with primarily represent their group during the 
large group discussion. The flip chart will be used to communicate with 
the entire group discussing what the small groups were assigned and 
focusing on: 
 
• Bringing creative ideas to the discussion for possible remedies 
to the problem areas 




12:30 pm – 1:30 pm Lunch Break 
1:30 pm – 2:00 pm Large Group Discussion on Active Listening 
 The facilitators will lead the discussion for administrators and staff. 
The flip chart will be used to communicate with the entire group 
discussing what the small groups were assigned and focusing on 
2:00 pm – 2:30 pm Video 
2:30 pm – 3:00 pm Small Group Discussion on identifying three strategies to support 
entering freshmen success 
 
• Help  
• Safe 
• Students 
3:00 pm – 3:15 pm Afternoon Break 
3:15 pm - 3:45 pm Large Group Discussion on Strategies to Support Student 
Success  
 
 The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators and staff. 
The flip chart will be used to communicate with the entire group 
discussing what the small groups were assigned and focusing on: 
3:45 pm – 4:15 pm  
4:15 pm – 4:45 pm Q and A Session 
Reflections of the day training. 
• Reflect on appropriate approaches to incorporate active 
listening 
• Record reflections in the journal.  
4:45 pm – 5:00 pm • Introduce the agenda for the third day training 
• Complete the Evaluation Form  
 
Day 3 - Reference 
Beaty-O’Farrell, M. E., & Johnson, F. W. (2010). Using supportive team building to 
promote improved instruction, student achievement, and collaboration in an urban 
professional development school. School-University Partnerships, 4(1), 56-64. 
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Day 3 – Evaluation 
Date: ___________________ 
 
Please respond to the effectiveness of 









Overall usefulness of training     
Training could be useful in my job 
duties 
    
Organization of training     
Topics were presented in a timely 
manner 
    
Activities were easily understood     
Workshop training materials were 
effective 
    
     Please respond to the effectiveness of 
the presentation goals 
    
Presenter was experienced in customer 
service training 
    
Training subject matter was 
interesting 
    
Clearly understood the presentation of 
materials 
    
Your questions were effectively 
answered 
    
The atmosphere created engagement 
with participants 
    
     
How would you rate this training 
session? 
    
254 
 
Professional Development Administrators and Staff Training Workshop 
Facilitators: Dr. Aviles and Margaret Nelson 
Day 4 - Session 4 (7.0 hours) 
Learning Objectives 
At the end of the fourth day workshop, administrators and staff will: 
• Identify how student employees fit into the mission and goals of the institution 
• Understand the positive side of serving the public 
• Learn quick tools to use for conflict management 
• Learn how to address in person, phone and email issues with the highest level of 
customer service even in complex situations 
• Learn how to say no effectively 
• Learn how to assess situations, give referrals or seek assistance as appropriate 
• Leave with frontline strategies that support students, faculty, and staff in crisis 
Training Agenda 
• Facilitators: Review of Agenda 
• Small Group Table Discussion 
• Break  
• Large Group Table Discussion 
• Lunch Break 
• Video:  




• Second Day Workshop Review 
• Complete Evaluation Forms 
Training Resources and Materials 
• Large classroom with round tables and seating for 30 participants 
• Sound system, screen, data projector, laptop and PowerPoint – 45 slides 
• Video camera 
• White board with markers and eraser 
• Microphone 
• 30 name tags 
• 30 pens, pencils, and highlighters 
• 30 sets of handouts of the PowerPoint Presentation (3-hold punched) 
• 30 training agendas  
• 30 evaluation forms 
• 30 envelopes with the classroom activity forms 
Day 4 – Lesson Plan 
Time Description 
10:00 am-
11:30 am  
• Workshop Registration 
• Facilitators introduction and review of first day agenda 
• Participants will be provided with the needed training information 
The facilitators will discuss an overview of the past three days workshop and 
the overall purpose of the entire training: 
 
• Understanding how administrators and staff fit into the mission and 
goal of the university 
 
Video: “When the Phone Rings: Telephone Skills for Better Service” 
http://www.kantola.com?When-the-Phone... 
 




• Academic Remedial and Developmental Support 
 Learning Communities 
 Summer Bridge Programs 
 Mentoring 
 Advising 
• Student Services Support 
 Peer mentoring 
 Memory and concentration skill building 
 Early academic progress and warning monitoring  
 Freshmen Seminar Courses 
 Faculty and staff mentoring 
 Group learning 




Video: Reduction of Summer Melt 2:27 
http://success.gsu.edu/initiatives/reduction-of-summer-melt/  
Intervening Early 1:58 
http://success.gsu.edu/approach/ 
These two videos will emphasize the techniques used to increase entering 
student retention.  
 
Exercise #1 
In the Shoes of the Student-Customer 
11:00 am – 
11:30 am 
Small Group Table Discussion 
Each small group will select a new individual to take the group notes and a 
new spokesperson to speak on behalf of the small group to the larger group.  
 
Participants will discuss the contents of the videos and identify positive ways 
of impacting students’ transition to the college environment.  
• How did you feel after watching the video? 
• What are some of the positive attributes of serving the public? 
• How do you think we can make our entering freshmen student have a 
more positive experience? 
• What do students worry about? (p.16) 
11:30 am – 
12:00 am 
Large Group Table Discussion 
The facilitators will lead the discussion with administrators and staff. The flip 
chart will be used to communicate with the entire group discussing what the 
small groups were assigned and broadening the discussion to be more 
inclusive to promote student transition and success. Participants will be able 




• Personal Awareness and abilities 
• Leave with frontline strategies that support students, faculty, and 
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staff in crisis.  
• Learn how to assess situations 
 
The discussion will lead into academic, and student services support 
  
• Group learning, peer mentoring 
• Active listening and its role in enhancing entering freshmen student 
education will also be a topic for discussion.  
Q and A Session 
Reflections of the day training. 
• Reflect on appropriate approaches to incorporate active listening 
Record reflections in the journal 
Complete the Evaluation Form 
 
Day 4 – Evaluation 
Date: ___________________ 
Please respond to the effectiveness of 









Overall usefulness of training     
Training could be useful in my job 
duties 
    
Organization of training     
Topics were presented in a timely 
manner 
    
Activities were easily understood     
Workshop training materials were 
effective 
    
     Please respond to the effectiveness of 
the presentation goals 
    
Presenter was experienced in customer 
service training 
    
Training subject matter was 
interesting 
    
Clearly understood the presentation of 
materials 




Your questions were effectively 
answered 
    
The atmosphere created engagement 
with participants 
    
     
How would you rate this training 
session? 




Appendix B: Email Letter of Invitation to Participate in the Study (NOT SENT) 
 




Thank you for taking the time to consider this request to participate in a doctoral research 
study on entering freshmen students’ withdrawal in the first year of study. I am currently 
a doctoral student at Walden University. I am also an Administrator at the University. 
The purpose of this doctoral study is to gather information from entering freshmen 
students who have lived the experience and have withdrawn from the University during 
spring 2016. It is through your perceptions, this study seeks to gain an understanding of 
what entering freshmen students believes to be the causes and implications of having to 
withdraw from the University, and identify what the University can improve or modify to 
meet the entering freshmen students’ need. 
 
Many studies have been conducted studying entering freshmen students’ retention and 
their expectations. This study is unique as it is centrally focused on the perceptions of the 
student.  
 
The following criteria for participation in the study are as follows: 
• the participants must have earned a high school diploma or its equivalent 
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• the participants must have never attended college before  
• the participants must have entered the University in spring 2016  
• the participants must have been in the Promise Program 
• the participants must have withdrawn from the University in spring 2016.  
 
I am seeking entering freshmen student volunteers who were in the Promise Program at 
the University, and withdrew from the University in their first year of study to participate 
in the study. In order to learn about your perspective, a one-on-one semi-structured 
interview will be conducted. The interview will be audio recorded and should only take 
about fifty minutes of your time. Participants may answer all of the questions, opt to 
answer questions of their choosing, or may elect to withdraw from the study at any time. 
All interviews are confidential. Any reference to a students’ perception in the data 
analysis will be via a pseudonym. You have no risk of disclosure of confidential 
information, psychological stress, social or economic loss, perceived coercion, 
experimental deception, or health effects from the researcher. If you choose to share your 
experiences regarding your participation in the study with individuals other than me, it is 
done on your own accord. The identity of the University will also remain confidential. 
All participants will be able to review their transcribed interview before the start of the 
data analysis. Once the participant’s review is completed he or she will participate in a 
ten minute telephone meeting with me to verify the accuracy of the transcription or to 
offer any additional information. While there is no offered compensation for your 
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participation, your contributions may help institutions understand and effectively address 
entering freshmen students’ attrition.  
 
You may ask any questions you have now. Or, if you have questions later, you may 
contact me via phone at [redacted] or by email at [redacted]. You may also contact my 
doctoral study chair, Dr. Elizabeth Bruch, by email at [redacted]. If you would like to talk 
privately about your rights as a participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She is the 
Walden University representative who can discuss this with you. Her phone number is 
[redacted]. 
 











Appendix C: Consent Form for Interview Participants 
You are invited to take part in a research study that seeks to understand entering 
freshmen students’ perceptions of the causes and implications of withdrawing from the 
University. You were selected for the study because you are a student who attended 
[name redacted] in spring 2016, you were assign to the Promise Program, and have 
withdrawn from [name redacted] during your first year of study. This form is part of a 
process called “informed consent” which is developed to allow you to understand this 
study before deciding whether to take part. 
 
This study is being conducted by Ms. Margaret Nelson, who is a doctoral student at 
Walden University studying Higher Education and Adult Learning. You may already 
know the researcher as an administrator, but this study is separate from that role. 
 
Background Information: 
The purpose of this study is to understand what entering freshmen students perceive as 
the causes and implications of withdrawing from the University during their first year of 
study, and identify strategies to minimize attrition.  
 
Procedures:  
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to participate in a personal interview 
with the researcher that will last approximately fifty minutes. Subsequently, you will also 
be asked to review your transcribed interview and participate in a ten minute telephone 
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meeting with the researcher to verify the accuracy of the transcription or to offer any 
additional information.  
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
Your participation in the study is voluntary. This means that everyone will respect your 
decision of whether or not you choose to participate in the study. No one at the 
University will treat you differently if you decide not to be in the study. If you decide to 
participate in the study now, you can still change your mind prior to the study beginning, 
and even during the study. If you feel uncomfortable any time during the study you may 
discontinue your participation. You may also choose to decline to answer any question 
during the scheduled interview. 
 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
The benefit of participating in this study is that your input may be used to understand the 
causes and implications of entering freshmen students’ decision to withdraw from the 
University, and acknowledge recommendations for minimizing entering freshmen 
attrition. 
 
The participant has no risk of disclosure of confidential information, psychological stress, 
social or economic loss, perceived coercion, experimental deception, or health effects 
from the researcher. If you choose to share your experiences regarding your participation 





There is no compensation for your participation in this study. 
 
Privacy: 
Any information you provide will be kept confidential. The researcher will not use your 
personal information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the 
researcher will not include your name on anything that could identify you in the study 
reports. Data will be kept securely in the researcher’s private home office on her personal 
password protected computer. Data will be kept for a period of at least five (5) years, as 
required by Walden University. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
You may ask any question you have now. Or, if you have questions later, you may 
contact the researcher via phone at [redacted] or by email at [redacted]. If you would like 
to talk privately about your rights as a participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She 
is the Walden University representative who can discuss this with you. Her phone 
number is [redacted]. Walden University’s approval number for this study is pending and 
it expires on _______.  
 
You will be given a copy of this form for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
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I have read the above information and I feel I understand the study well enough to make a 
decision about my involvement. By signing below, I understand that I am agreeing to the 
terms described above. 
 
Printed Name of the Participant  __________________________________ 
 
Date of consent    __________________________________ 
 
Participant’s Signature   __________________________________ 
 




















Introduction Script:  
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. Our interview should take about 
50-minutes and will include a series of questions to find out about your lived experiences, 
and perceptions about withdrawing from the University during your first year. It is 
through interviews with former students of the University that this study seeks to 
understand what entering freshmen students consider to be the causes and implications of 
withdrawing from the University in their first year of study, and what actions the students 
believe should be taken to minimize the students’ attrition. . 
With your permission, I would like to audio record our interview so that I may be able to 
accurately document your experiences and perceptions. All of your responses, as well as 
the identity of the college, will be kept confidential, so please feel comfortable to answer 
all of the questions. However, if you wish to refrain from answering a certain question 
(s), you do not have to respond. Also, during our discussion, if you would like for me to 
discontinue the use of the recording device, please do not hesitate to inform me.  
After we conclude our interview, I will transcribe our conversation. I will then provide 
you with a copy of the transcription. I ask that you review the transcribed interview and 
then participate in a ten minute telephone meeting with me to verify the accuracy of the 




As identified in the provided consent form, your participation in this interview is 
completely voluntary. If you would like to take a break or return to a previous question, 
please inform me. Also, you may also withdraw your participation at any time without 
any consequences. Do you have any questions for me, or concerns before we begin?  
Then, with your permission, we will begin our interview. 
General background questions: 
1. Please tell me a little about yourself. 
2. What were your primary reasons for wanting to attend the University? 
3. How would you describe the culture of the University? 
General questions regarding student decision to withdraw from the University: 
1. Are there any student services at the University that appealed to you? 
2. How familiar were you with the students’ club on campus?  
3. Was there ever a time or event on campus that you felt connected to the University? 
Questions regarding the causes and/or implications of student withdrawal from the 
University: 
1. What would you identify as the primary reason for withdrawing? 
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a. Follow-up: What additional factors do you believe lead up to your 
withdrawal? 
2. Is there anything you could have done to resolve the issues you encountered? 
3. How has your life been impacted after withdrawing from the University? 
a. Follow-up: Do you have any thoughts of returning to the University or 
continuing your education somewhere else? 
4. What do you believe overall academically and socially affects the University? 
a. Follow-up: How does institutional culture promote or enable entering 
freshmen students’ connection to the University’s environment? 
b. Follow-up: What was the most difficult adjustment you had to make at the 
University? 
Questions regarding actions to take to minimize entering freshmen student’s 
attrition: 
1. What actions do you believe the University could take to minimize entering 
freshmen students’ attrition? 
2. What actions should the administration and faculty as a community take to meet 
students’ academic and social needs? 
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3. Do you have any recommendations that could improve entering freshmen 
students’ experience at the University?  
4. What actions could the University as a whole take to ensure that entering 
freshmen complete his or her education? 
Final Question:Before we conclude our interview, is there anything else that you would 
like to add?            
Conclusion Script: 
It is my plan to have our interview transcribed within the next four calendar days. I will 
email the transcription of our interview to you, using your college email address. Please 
review the transcription and offer any comments or clarification points as necessary. 




Appendix E: Telephone Script in Response to Potential Participants’ E-mail Declaring 
Intent to Participate in Study 
Hello. My name is Margaret Nelson. You have recently responded to my email inviting 
you to participate in my doctoral study regarding Entering freshmen student withdrawing 
from the University in their first year of study. The purpose of the study is to research 
what entering freshmen students identify as the causes and implications of having to 
withdraw from the University within the first year. Furthermore the study seeks to 
identify strategies to minimize the entering freshmen attrition rate.  
 
Let’s take a moment to make certain that you meet the criteria for this study: 
 
1. Have you earned your high school diploma or its equivalent?  
2. Have you ever attended another college or university? 
3. Was spring 2016 your first semester at the University, and you were in the 
Promise Program?  
4. Did you withdraw from the University in spring 2016?  
 
(If the respondent answered “no” to one of the above questions, she or he do not meet the 
criteria of the study and will therefore be excused. Follow this script: 
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Thank you for taking the time to answer these questions. I am sorry, but you do not fit the 
criteria of this study because _________________. Thank you for your interest in 
participating in the study. 
(If the respondent answered “yes” to all of the above questions, they do meet the criteria 
of the study and can therefore be scheduled for the interview. Follow this script: 
Thank you for taking a moment to answer the criteria question. You fit the criteria for 
this study. Would you be interested in participating in the study? 
(Answer any questions, schedule the time and place for the interview, and gather 
information to send participant the informed consent form.)  
 
